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Part IV: Migration issues in the Korean peninsula and Mongolia. . . 163

7 North Koreans in China: Sorting fact from fiction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 165
Hazel Smith

8 The realities of South Korea’s migration policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191
Shin-wha Lee

9 Foreign migration issues in Mongolia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Tsedendamba Batbayar

10 Conclusion: Implications for regional international relations . . . 236
Tsuneo Akaha and Anna Vassilieva

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248

vi CONTENTS



Figures and tables

Figures
Map of Northeast Asia . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ii
1.1 Population size, East Asian and Northeast Asian states:

estimates and projections, 1950–2050 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15
1.2 Vital rates and epidemiologic transition, Northeast Asian

states: estimates and projections, 1950–2050 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18
1.3 Population pyramids, Northeast Asian states: estimates and

projections, 1950–2050 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
2.1 Chinese tourism in Amur Oblast and Primorskii Krai (000

people), 1997–2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52
2.2 Chinese visits to Amur Oblast (000 people), 1997–2002 . . . . . 53
2.3 Chinese registered in Primorskii Krai by purpose of visit,

2000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53
2.4 Attitudes towards the idea of ‘‘Chinese expansion’’ in the

Russian Far East, summer 2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61
2.5 RFE residents’ attitudes towards different categories of

Chinese people in Russia, 2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62
2.6 Future developments in Russia’s relations with Asia-Pacific

countries: Views of the southern RFE, summer 2003 . . . . . . . . 62
7.1 Map of DPRK provincial boundaries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168
7.2 Population of North Korea by province and percentage,

2000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 175

vii



Tables
1.1 Recent population data for Northeast Asia states and East

Asia states . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
1.2 Migration indicators, Northeast Asian states, 1990–2000 . . . . 22
3.1 Population of the Chinese Northeast, 2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72
3.2 Full-time employment in north-eastern Chinese provincial

capitals compared to other Chinese cities, 2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73
3.3 Reasons for Chinese workers to go to Russian Far East for

work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 73
3.4 Monthly salary of Chinese workers in Russian Far East,

2004 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75
3.5 Occupation of Chinese workers in Russian Far East, 2004 . . 75
3.6 Influence of Chinese workers’ experience in RFE on their

life in China . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81
4.1 The number of Russian nationals entering Japan, 1995–

2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99
4.2 The number of new Russian visitors to Japan by purpose of

entry, 2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100
4.3 The number of new temporary Russian visitors in Japan,

2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100
4.4 The number of registered Russians in Japan by prefecture,

end-2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101
4.5 The number of Russians registered in Hokkaido, 1991–

2003 (at year-end) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102
4.6 The number of Russians registered in Niigata, 1991–2003 . . 103
4.7 The number of Japanese and Russian interviewees and

survey subjects in Hokkaido and Niigata City, 2001 and
2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106

5.1 Registered Chinese in Niigata, 2001 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 123
5.2 Occupations/professions of Japanese survey respondents . . . 126
5.3 Age of Japanese survey respondents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126
5.4 Highest level of education obtained by Japanese survey

respondents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126
6.1 The largest concentrations of Koreans in Shimane, 2001 . . . . 152
6.2 Korean residents in Shimane, 1913–1990 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152
6.3 Shimane Korean respondents to 1996 survey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 153
6.4 Marital status of Koreans in Shimane (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154
6.5 Educational background of Koreans in Shimane, 1996 . . . . . . 155
6.6 Respondents’ facility in Korean language (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156
6.7 Respondents’ practice of Korean customs at home (%) . . . . . 157
6.8 Awareness of respondents’ Korean ethnic background

among co-workers and neighbours (%), 1996 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157
6.9 Ethnic Koreans’ use of Japanese aliases (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 158

viii FIGURES AND TABLES



6.10 Shimane Koreans’ plans (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 159
8.1 Overseas Koreans, 2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 194
8.2 The increase in overseas Koreans, 1971–2003 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
8.3 Countries with more than 2,000 overseas Koreans, 2003 . . . . 196
8.4 Koreans ‘‘temporarily’’ going abroad, by purpose, 1985–

2001 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196
8.5 Overseas Korean associations, 1997 and 2000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197
8.6 Educational institutions abroad for overseas Koreans . . . . . . . 201
8.7 Foreign residents in South Korea, 31 December 2002 . . . . . . . 205
8.8 Acceptance of refugees by South Korea, 1994–2003 . . . . . . . . . 209
9.1 Number of arrivals and departures in Mongolia by country,

2000–2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 222
9.2 Outbound Mongolian passengers by point and purpose,

2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228
9.3 Mongolian attitudes towards Russians and Chinese (%) . . . . 229
9.4 Mongolian attitudes towards Japanese and Koreans (%) . . . 229
9.5 Perceived changes in the number of foreigners in Mongolia

(%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230
9.6 Desirability of Mongolian partnerships with countries and

international organizations (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 231
9.7 Mongolian preferences in dealing with foreigners (%) . . . . . . 231
9.8 Mongolian attitudes towards Russians and Chinese by age

and gender (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 232

FIGURES AND TABLES ix



Contributors

Tsuneo Akaha is a Professor of
International Policy Studies and
Director of the Center for East
Asian Studies, Monterey Institute of
International Studies, California,
USA.

Tsedendamba Batbayar is a
Counsellor, Mongolian Embassy,
Beijing, China.

Brian Ettkin is a graduate student,
Graduate School of International
Policy Studies, Monterey Institute of
International Studies, California,
USA.

Glenn Guarin is a graduate student,
MA Politics, Security and
Integration, School of Slavonic and
Eastern European Studies, London.

Stephen Lam is a PhD candidate,
Department of Geography, King’s
College, London.

Victor Larin is Director, Institute of
History, Archaeology and
Ethnology of the Far Eastern

Peoples, Russian Academy of
Sciences, Vladivostok, Russia.

Shin-wha Lee is an Associate
Professor of Political Science, Korea
University, Seoul, Korea.
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Foreword
Robert A. Scalapino

For centuries, the societies of Northeast Asia have alternated between
closer interaction, including the flow of people across ethnic and political
borders, and aloofness, sometimes involving maximum isolation. Migra-
tion, in search of a better livelihood or for other reasons, was a vital
part of the region’s history as empires rose and fell. Yet for long periods
of time, Korea’s efforts to preserve its identity caused it to be known as
the Hermit Kingdom, and Japan under the Tokugawa sought to exclude
outsiders for nearly three centuries. Imperial China also attempted to
protect itself, against the ‘‘Western barbarians’’, but in vain.

Today, isolation is no longer possible, as even North Korea’s leader-
ship is coming to realize. Thus the task of interacting in a more intensive
fashion, economically, culturally and in all facets of security, confronts
every society. Ours is a time when three semi-conflictual forces are ris-
ing: internationalism, nationalism and communalism. As is well known,
internationalism takes many forms: institutional and less formal, official
and non-official, regional and global. At the same time, nationalism is re-
asserting itself in Asia as elsewhere. Sometimes it assumes anti-foreign
characteristics, thereby making conditions for immigrants more difficult.
Moreover, in a revolutionary era when individuals are often seeking to
find and preserve a meaningful identity, a stronger commitment to eth-
nicity, religion or localism is prevalent.

Under these circumstances, the human flows taking place in a region
such as Northeast Asia present both opportunities and challenges. The
chapters in this volume deal with a wide range of issues, and they present
four comprehensive themes worthy of note.

xii



The first theme pertains to how well or how poorly the people of a
country have absorbed migrant populations and to what are the current
trends in this matter. For example, to what extent have Japanese citizens
accepted Koreans, Chinese and the much smaller number of Russian im-
migrants, or visitors, and what is the larger political impact? As will be
noted in several chapters of this book, Koreans, even second- and third-
generation residents, face problems of integration in Japan; and for many
Japanese, Russians remain distinctly ‘‘foreign’’ despite somewhat greater
acceptance.

A second consideration is the threat factor. Current attention is fo-
cused here primarily on China in view of the massive size of its popula-
tion and its continuous problem of unemployment, especially in rural
areas. In the Russian Far East and Mongolia, whose populations are
small and, in the case of the former, have declined in recent years, will
Chinese migration, legal or illegal, be a threat in a variety of ways? Sev-
eral chapters deal with this issue insightfully. It should be noted that this
matter involves not only the number of immigrants but also their type. In
some settings, Chinese entrepreneurs rapidly assume a critical role in an
economy.

Yet another factor of basic importance has to do with certain domestic
conditions, among them the ageing of societies, as in Japan. The need for
immigrant labour in Japan will clearly loom ever greater in the years
ahead. Meanwhile, although China too has a growing senior population,
its current priority must be on reducing unemployment and the still
expanding rural–urban gap. Migration in China will be greatest within
its borders, with millions of rural people continuing to move into the
cities. But China will also continue to have an ample number of available
workers for other countries in the region, causing apprehension despite
their needs.

A final consideration that takes the attention of various contributors to
this book concerns human security of the most basic types. The traffick-
ing in women and the exploitation of migrant workers, especially those
without legal status, are growing problems. As several chapters make
clear, human flows have both benefits and liabilities, and there is a need
for much greater international cooperation in order to mitigate their
negative features. Increased human flows throughout Northeast Asia in
the years ahead are virtually certain. Thus the research that informs the
findings and conclusions presented here is a pioneering undertaking that
warrants careful attention and much study.
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Introduction: Crossing national
borders

Tsuneo Akaha and Anna Vassilieva

The landscape of international relations in Northeast Asia is changing,
and migration and other types of human flow within and between the
countries of the region are becoming an important part of it. The state-
centric approach to and view of international relations that prevailed in
this part of the world during the Cold War can no longer describe or ex-
plain the logic and shape of emerging realities. The Cold War, as the
ideological order of the state-centric world, has become a thing of the
past, although its remnants can still be seen on the divided Korean
peninsula. Old and new manifestations of nationalism are interacting
with expressions of nascent regionalism.1 Non-state actors such as multi-
national corporations and environmental NGOs that have transformed
global politics have become important agents of change in this region as
well. They are giving rise to new issues, new perspectives and new iden-
tities among the peoples of Northeast Asia, although resistance to the
forces of change is also visible. Topics such as human security, labour
migration, human trafficking and refugees are emerging as a focus of po-
litical debate and policy discussion in the region.

It is time for scholars in Northeast Asia to understand the above
changes according to a new analytical paradigm, to explain their dynamic
and to discuss their consequences for the future of the region. This book
is a first step in meeting the challenge. The shared goal of its contributors
is to lay bare the challenges that cross-border human flows pose. The
book will illuminate the cases of Chinese migrants in the Russian Far
East; Russians, Chinese and Koreans in rural Japan; North Koreans in
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China; and migration issues in South Korea and Mongolia. These cases
give us a glimpse of the dynamic changes under way in the relationships
between peoples who have long been separated by national borders.

More specifically, the authors are concerned with several basic ques-
tions. What issues does cross-border migration raise in each of the
Northeast Asian countries, and how are their governments and societies
responding to them? Is cross-border migration contributing to the devel-
opment of a regional identity among the peoples of Northeast Asia – a
sense that they share a common future? How likely is it that the North-
east Asian countries will move beyond their current unilateral (internal)
responses and bilateral adjustments and engage in serious multilateral
cooperation? What is the impact of international migration on the secu-
rity concerns of the governments and peoples of Northeast Asia?

At the end of the twentieth century, there were an estimated 175 mil-
lion international migrants, nearly 3 per cent of the world’s population
and twice the number of 1975. Some 60 per cent of them, about 104 mil-
lion, were in developed countries, and the remaining 71 million were
in developing countries.2 In 2000, about 1,627 million people, approxi-
mately 28 per cent of the world’s population, were living in the Northeast
Asian countries of China, Japan, North Korea, South Korea, Mongolia
and Russia. There were 19,029,000 migrants living in these countries,
which was only 11.7 per cent of the global migrant stock.3 This relatively
small number of migrants reflects the tight control that the Northeast
Asian governments have traditionally maintained over the movement of
people across their national borders, and it suggests the potential for
substantial future growth in cross-border migration in the region. Indeed,
Northeast Asia has lagged behind other regions of the world in the vol-
untary movement of individual citizens across state borders.

However, there are signs throughout the region that a major change
is afoot. Increasing numbers of ordinary citizens in all Northeast Asian
countries are finding it necessary, desirable and indeed possible to travel
to neighbouring countries. Some of them decide to settle permanently in
the host society, others find temporary employment as migrant workers
and still others travel simply as tourists.

In Northeast Asia’s modern history, the interests of central govern-
ments have long dictated the substance and pattern of international rela-
tions.4 As the most powerful political institutions in the nation-states of
the region, the central governments controlled political relations, com-
mercial ties and human contacts across national boundaries. Accidental
or unintended border crossings by individual citizens were exceptions,
such as in times of war or crisis when state control of borders was weak.
In the post–Cold War period, however, the voluntary movement of indi-
vidual citizens across national borders has become a visible aspect of the
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region’s international relations, and it is growing. This development is
challenging national authorities’ power to control their frontier areas, ex-
posing their inability to limit the impact of migrant communities on their
societies and even threatening the host countries’ ethnic and national
identities.

The growing cross-border human flows in Northeast Asia have far-
reaching implications at various levels. First, they have the potential to
change the nature of the region’s international relations. On the one
hand, the cross-border movements of people may promote the develop-
ment of a regional identity among the countries’ leaders: they may create
opportunities for international cooperation to address migration-related
challenges such as migrant labour, transnational human resources devel-
opment, human rights violations against migrants, infrastructure develop-
ment for international education and tourism, international crime, traf-
ficking in people, drugs and weapons, and the spread of HIV/AIDS and
other infectious diseases. On the other hand, regional governments’ in-
ability to forge effective international cooperation in addressing these
problems may highlight disagreements, contradictions and conflicts be-
tween their perspectives and interests. In addition, the movement of peo-
ple across national borders has the potential to exacerbate the enmity
and suspicion that have long characterized state-to-state relations in the
region.5 The absence of a global framework for the management of
movements of people across national borders is well recognized.6 What
is the likelihood that the opportunities and challenges associated with
cross-border human flows will give rise to multilateral cooperation? The
authors in this volume directly or indirectly address this question not at
the global level but within the regional context of Northeast Asia.

Second, cross-border human flows in Northeast Asia present both op-
portunities and challenges to individual citizens, be they the people cross-
ing borders or members of the host communities. As the final report
of the Commission on Human Security states, ‘‘For many people . . .
migration is vital to protect and attain human security, although their
human security may also be at risk while they are migrating.’’7 Migrants
and other people crossing borders are known to expand opportunities for
economic exchange between businesses and individuals, to enlarge social
networks between different nationalities and to promote the develop-
ment of transnational communities made up of people of the same ethnic
and cultural heritage living in separate countries. The cross-border move-
ment of people may also contribute to the development of transnational
identities that are based not on nationality or ethnicity but on shared pro-
fessional interests and practices.8

On the other hand, international human flows can also threaten the
material well-being of members of host communities, by, for example,
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putting stress on their natural and social environment or displacing local
workers. The influx of foreigners can heighten social tension at the
community level by threatening or being perceived as threatening the
communal identity and social order of the host societies; and, in addition,
emigration reduces the pool of human resources and disrupts social net-
works in the sending communities.9 The welfare of migrants and other
individuals crossing borders may be endangered too by outright viola-
tion of their human rights or by more subtle forms of injustice and
discrimination.

This volume is the product of an international research project –
‘‘Cross-border human flows in Northeast Asia: A human security per-
spective’’.10 The case studies from it presented here show the diversity
of issues that the cross-border movement of people presents to migrants
and other individuals and to affected communities and also national
policy-makers in Northeast Asia.

The authors’ emphases vary depending on the nature of the case they
analyse and the methodology of their analysis. Chapter 1 gives a brief
overview of the population trends and migration patterns in each of the
Northeast Asian countries and in the region as a whole. The studies of
Chinese migration to the Russian Far East in chapters 2 and 3 highlight
perceptions of the costs and benefits among the Chinese migrants and
members of the host community and also the policy implications for the
Chinese, Russian and other regional governments. Chapters 4 and 5 ex-
amine the interaction between Russian and Chinese residents respec-
tively and provincial communities in Japan and the cultural and social
challenges it presents, as well as the implications for Japan’s relations
with Russia and China. Chapter 6 deals with the well-established Korean
communities in Japan and Shimane Prefecture and discusses the issues of
cultural identity, social assimilation and generational change. The analy-
sis of North Koreans in China in chapter 7 is concerned principally with
the acute human security problems facing them, and calls for solutions
that require a national and international policy response. Chapter 8 ex-
amines immigration and emigration issues in South Korea and highlights
the difficulty of balancing the interests of South Korea’s national identity
with the demands of the international community regarding the rights of
migrants. Chapter 9 is a study of immigration policy issues in Mongolia; it
describes the evolution of Mongolian policy and key concerns regarding
in-migration and out-migration.

The gravity of problems and the criticality of concern regarding migra-
tion issues also vary from case to case. Concern for national security is
most pronounced in the case of Chinese migration to the economically
fragile Russian Far East, although the analyses by Larin and Wishnick
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expose some of the exaggerated fears there about the consequences of
the influx of Chinese migrants. In contrast, the case of Russians in Japan
examined by Akaha and Vassilieva, the situation of Koreans in Japan
studied by Merviö and the circumstances of Chinese in Japan analysed
by Zha present not security questions but cultural and social issues
regarding negative stereotypes about and discrimination against foreign
residents in provincial areas of Japan. The same can be said about the
ill treatment of foreign migrants in South Korea examined by Lee and
about Mongolian women, who are vulnerable to human trafficking, as
noted by Batbayar. The most serious human security problems are found
in the case of North Koreans in China, analysed by Smith.

Before presenting the cases, we should describe the boundaries of this
collective endeavour. First, ‘‘migration’’ refers in this volume only to
voluntary migration; it does not include forced migration. The exclusion
of forced migration makes sense because migration within Northeast
Asia is mostly of a voluntary nature – largely a result of the gradual
opening of national borders to foreign travel and the growing number of
ordinary citizens searching for economic opportunities in neighbouring
countries. There is one important exception. It could be argued that the
North Korean migration to China and elsewhere in the past several years
has not been entirely ‘‘voluntary’’. As Smith notes, there may indeed be
some cases of defection for fear of political persecution. However, it is
clearly not the case that all North Korean migrants in China are subject
to political persecution. Indeed, as also noted by Smith, the overwhelm-
ing majority of North Koreans moving into north-eastern China have left
their country voluntarily, and there is also an undetermined number of
North Koreans who move back and forth between North Korea and
China. Another case that has attracted much international attention of
late is that of North Korean abduction of South Koreans and Japanese
citizens during the Korean War and in the 1970s and 1980s respectively.
These cases of the forced movement of people are not included in this
volume.

Second, with the exception of some references to South Koreans out-
side Northeast Asia in chapter 8, the studies in this book are focused on
the cross-border movement of people within the region. The geographi-
cal boundaries are justified by our central concern with the impact of in-
ternational human flows on the countries and communities of Northeast
Asia.

Also, most case studies in this book discuss both conventionally de-
fined ‘‘migrants’’, i.e. individuals who have established or plan to estab-
lish a long-term or permanent residence in a foreign country, and those
who establish temporary residence there but plan to return to their
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home country after a certain period of time or who are short-term visitors
as tourists or for business, educational or other purposes. The inclusion
of short-term visitors is justified by the fact that in many cases, they
have as much, if not more, impact than long-term migrants on host coun-
tries or communities and on host nationals’ perceptions of and attitudes
towards foreigners in their areas. Local residents also often fail to differ-
entiate between long-term residents and short-term visitors from neigh-
bouring countries.

In his 2002 report Strengthening of the United Nations: An Agenda
for Further Change, Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General of the United
Nations, called for a comprehensive examination of the different dimen-
sions of migration, as well as of the causes of population movements and
their impact on development.11 We hope that the analyses in this book
will encourage discussion and further investigation of the growing cross-
border human flows in Northeast Asia and their implications for the re-
gion’s governments and peoples, for the relations between its countries
and also for the interests of individuals crossing borders and members of
host communities.
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Population trends and migration
patterns in Northeast Asia

Maurice D. Van Arsdol, Jr., Stephen Lam, Brian Ettkin
and Glenn Guarin

Introduction

Human population flows within and across national borders in Northeast
Asia affect the balance of the region’s populations, economies, cultures
and resources. They are important for state security and human welfare
alike. As these flows involve the citizens of states, Northeast Asian gov-
ernments are concerned with the stability and cohesion of the social fab-
ric and the security of their borders. Population changes, however, occur
as a result of individual and collective actions. Accordingly, the security
of the state is affected by the welfare of its citizens. State security and
human welfare are intertwined and sometimes complementary, but one
does not guarantee the other.

The ultimate (root) causes of disharmony between state security and
human welfare result from failures of the social contracts that bind coun-
tries and populations together in cooperative activity. The proximate
causes of this discord apply to specific situations, and can include both
changes in population stocks (size, composition and distribution) and
population flows (births, deaths and international and intrastate migra-
tion). ‘‘Human flows’’ include international and intrastate migrants who
have more or less permanently settled in new locations. They also include
short-term migrants: migrant workers, traders, tourists, business persons,
educators, students, ‘‘entertainers’’ (including sex workers), refugees and
internally displaced persons. The links between population dynamics,
state security and population welfare are indirect and reciprocal. Popula-
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tion policies and dynamics tend to affect proximate rather than ultimate
determinants of security and welfare.1

The size of Northeast Asian countries’ populations and economies
magnifies the global consequences of the region’s population dynamics.
The Northeast Asian states – China, the Hong Kong Special Administra-
tive Region (SAR), the Macao SAR, Japan, the Democratic People’s Re-
public of Korea (the DPRK, or North Korea), the Republic of Korea
(the ROK, or South Korea), Mongolia and the Russian Federation
(Russia) – were the homelands of approximately 1,627,000,000 people in
the year 2000. China, Japan and Russia held the earth’s first, ninth and
seventh largest populations respectively in that year. They then ranked
seventh, second and fourteenth in terms of gross national product.2

The Northeast Asian states and all Asian countries contained approxi-
mately 27 per cent and 61 per cent respectively of the earth’s population
in 2000. According to United Nations medium variant population projec-
tions, the Northeast Asian countries and the East Asian countries (the
Northeast Asian countries less the Russian Federation) will each have
larger populations than any non-Asian continent until approximately
2040, when they will be overtaken by Africa.3

The population characteristics of the Northeast Asian states circa 2003
are summarized in table 1.1. Approximately 312 million people, or one-
twentieth of the earth’s population, lived in Northeast Asia, defined here
to include the Heilongjiang, Liaoning and Jilin provinces of China, the
Russian Far East’s main administrative areas – Primorsky Krai, Khabar-
ovsky Krai, Amurskaya Oblast, Jewish Autonomous Oblast, Sakhalin-
skaya Oblast, Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Chukhotsky Autonomous
Okrug, Magadanskaya Oblast (including Koryaksky Autonomous Okrug
– and the entirety of the other Northeast Asian countries).

Figure 1.1 indicates the great disparity in population size among North-
east Asian states. China’s estimated population of 1,275,000,000 in 2000
far exceeded that of the other Northeast Asian and East Asian states;
it was more than 500 times the size of the Mongolian population. China
has approximately 78 per cent of the population of all the Northeast
Asian countries. The three north-eastern Chinese provinces have about
one-third of the population of Northeast Asia. When the higher popula-
tion density in China’s border regions is contrasted with the less densely
populated border regions in adjacent Mongolia and Russia, it becomes
even more apparent that China dominates Northeast Asia in terms of
population.

The late twentieth-century transition from high to low fertility and
mortality rates is complete in most Northeast Asian countries. National
populations have also aged, urbanized and diversified. As a result, fer-
tility is no longer the major population concern in the region. Ageing, ur-
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banization, population diversification, and internal and international mi-
gration, including refugee movements and other cross-border flows, are
fuelling new debates about the future of populations in Northeast Asia.

This chapter considers the following questions about how changes in
population stocks and flows affect state security and human welfare in
Northeast Asia. First, what is the background and nature of current
population changes in Northeast Asia? Second, what are the migration
trends in and policies of the Northeast Asian states? Third, how do
cross-border flows respond to or affect other population changes in those
states? Fourth, what new migration policy frameworks might enhance
both state security and population welfare in the region?

Population change in Northeast Asia

Background

Current population transitions in Northeast Asia reflect past conflicts
in the region, and cross-border flows are no exception.4 ‘‘Civilizational’’
conflicts between Russia and China reflect migratory activity in border

Figure 1.1 Population size, East Asian and Northeast Asian states: estimates and
projections, 1950–2050 (Source: From World Population Prospects, The 2002 Re-
vision, Vol. 1, by Population Division, 6 2003 United Nations. Reprinted with the
permission of the publisher.)
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regions beginning with indigenous tribes and continuing with Mongols,
Russians, Koreans, Han Chinese, Europeans, Americans, Japanese and
Manchus. Russians began settling the Russo-Chinese border regions un-
der the aegis of the Treaty of Nerchinsk of 1689. The majority of the
Mongol population was subsequently incorporated into the Chinese and
Russian empires. The Russian empire expanded after the Sino-Russian
treaties of 1858 and 1860, which extended Russian territory to the north-
ern bank of the Amur River and to the Sea of Japan. Russia thereby ob-
tained territory equal in size to one-third of the United States. The Qing
dynasty was weakened in the nineteenth century by British victories in
the opium wars of 1832–1842 and 1856–1860 and by other European
and American invasions and occupations. Civilizational conflicts between
Russia and Japan included the Russo-Japanese war of 1904–1905, after
which Russia surrendered claims to Korea, Port Arthur and South Sa-
khalin, and the Soviet annexation of the then Japanese-controlled Sakha-
lin and Kurile islands at the end of World War II.5

The displacement of populations by demographic engineering and by
past conflicts can be proximate causes of conflict, especially if displaced
populations define and exert a ‘‘right of return’’. Stalinist demographic
‘‘engineering’’ (forced relocation policies) expelled Chinese from the
Russian Far East and displaced Korean migrants to Central Asia. World
War II, nationalist conflicts between China and Japan and between Ko-
rea and Japan, the state conflict between the DPRK and the ROK, and
changing borders have left Chinese, Japanese, Mongolian and Korean
populations and their descendents stranded outside their traditional
homelands. The 1950–1953 conflict between the DPRK and the ROK,
which expanded to include China, the United States and other countries,
shifted Koreans between the DPRK and the ROK. Northeast Asian
policy-makers’ views regarding relations with their neighbours and the
treatment of migrants are affected by this history of conflict and demo-
graphic engineering.

Recent population transitions

How can recent population changes in Northeast Asia be accounted for?
The changes in population stocks and flows in Northeast Asia, East Asia
and elsewhere are linked to modernization – from agricultural to indus-
trial to post-industrial economic activity. These changes have been asso-
ciated with a series of linked population transitions. In the absence of mi-
gration, the vital rates and epidemiologic transition represents death and
birth rate decreases and the occurrence of population growth through
natural increase (an excess of births over deaths). A labour force and
ageing transition results from an increase in the proportion of the popu-
lation of labour force age and subsequent ageing. An urbanization and
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diversification transition occurs as more people move from rural areas to
cities, resulting in the mixing of dissimilar populations.6 The effects of
these transitions will continue throughout the twenty-first century.

Vital rates and epidemiology

The change of the pattern of vital rates and epidemiology is essentially
complete in all Northeast Asian states except the DPRK and Mongolia.
However, some Northeast Asian populations will grow for several
decades as a result of population momentum, which occurs when a popu-
lation with low fertility experiences growth because past high fertility
has concentrated the population in the childbearing ages. Figure 1.1
indicates that the Northeast Asian and East Asian regions face popula-
tion declines after 2035, as has Europe since around 1990. Figure 1.2 sug-
gests that all Northeast Asian states except Mongolia will experience net
natural decreases (an excess of deaths over births) by 2050.

Ageing of the population and the labour force

The age–sex population pyramids in Figure 1.3 reflect the ‘‘demographic
bonus’’ in some Northeast Asian countries that resulted from birth- and
death-rate declines in the early stages of the change of vital rates and ep-
idemiology. This bonus was a temporary increase in the ratio of the age
of the labour force population to the total population. It accompanied
improved public health, family planning, education, openness to trade,
and investment and savings. It helped to fuel the Asian ‘‘economic
miracle’’ in Japan, the ROK, the Hong Kong SAR, the Macao SAR and
the ROC prior to and into the 1990s.7

Population ageing in Northeast Asia has also resulted in the ageing of
national labour forces, labour shortages and a shift from youth depen-
dency to old age dependency. Population ageing has recently provided
a rationale for Northeast Asian countries to import migrant labour. Fig-
ure 1.3 indicates that Northeast Asian states are moving from isosceles
triangle-shaped population pyramids – with wide bases denoting rela-
tively many children and narrow apexes denoting relatively few older
people – towards mushroom-shaped pyramids, whose caps reflect a high
proportion of older people.

Population ageing is a ‘‘predicament, and not a problem with a solu-
tion’’.8 Japan and South Korea, for example, will not be able to import
enough workers by 2050 to maintain current (2000) support ratios of
the working-age population (15–64) to the old-age population (65 and
older).9 These support ratios could possibly be increased by raising re-
tirement ages.10 The ageing predicament is more acute in Russia, where
no relief from population decline is in sight, and in rural China, where
the potential economic benefits of the demographic bonus are still
unrealized.

POPULATION TRENDS AND MIGRATION PATTERNS 17
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Urbanization and diversity

The percentages of Northeast Asian national populations termed ‘‘urban’’
by their governments circa 2003 ranged from 39 per cent in China to 100
per cent in the Hong Kong SAR (see table 1.1). A ‘‘world cities’’ network
in Northeast Asian countries organizes and services economic activity.
The network includes the ‘‘world class’’ or ‘‘alpha’’ cities Tokyo and
Hong Kong, followed by the ‘‘beta’’ cities Moscow and Seoul and then
by the ‘‘gamma’’ cities Osaka, Beijing, Taipei and Shanghai.11

Migration between adjacent states can enhance the development of
trans-border cities (TBCs): they sprawl across nation-state boundaries
and are based on increasingly borderless economies. Adjacent TBCs
sometimes coalesce into trans-border systems (TBSs), comprised of two
or more TBCs. TBCs and TBSs have diverse, and sometimes transna-
tional, populations. They organize transactions between countries and
stimulate migration.12

Northeast Asian TBSs include the Hong Kong SAR, the Macao SAR,
Guangzhou (China) TBS and the Tokyo–Seoul–Pyongyang–Beijing TBS
urban corridor. Small TBCs may develop in the Blagoveshchensk (Amur
Oblast, Russia)–Heihe (Heilongjiang, China) and the Pogranichnyi (Pri-
morskii Krai, Russia)–Suifenhe (Heilongjiang, China) special trade zones.
A TBS linking the ROK and the DPRK could follow the development
of the Kaesang Industrial Complex north of the demilitarized zone. Al-
though TBCs and TBSs pose difficult questions regarding national sover-
eignty, they enhance regional stability by integrating human and eco-
nomic resources.

Migration

The change in the pattern of migration does not explain migration, and
migration does not follow or lead the vital rates and epidemiological
transition in any specific manner.13 Migration refers to a change of the
de jure or usual place of residence that crosses city, county, provincial,
state or international boundary lines (internal and international migra-
tion). Migration is linked to other flows, of capital, communications,
and goods and services, and can be a cause or consequence of changes
in population stock. International migration flows include ‘‘conventional’’
flows of more permanent settlers and reunited families, as well as short-
term ‘‘non-conventional’’ migrants. Refugee migration and internal (in-
trastate) population displacement are forms of forced migration. Most
persons crossing international borders are not migrants; they are travel-
lers (e.g. traders, other business persons and tourists) who will return
home.14
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Migration trends and policies

Migration trends

Migration systems are defined by population flows between groupings of
countries. Northeast Asian migrations reflect the historical penetration
by European capitalist markets and the flows of Europeans from the
‘‘older (European) core’’ to the ‘‘world periphery (including Northeast
Asia)’’ for economic activity. These flows were followed by migrations
of Northeast Asian nationals to ‘‘older’’ and ‘‘newer’’ core areas, includ-
ing newer core areas in Northeast Asia and East Asia.15

The migration and development tiers relevant to Northeast Asia have
been defined by Skeldon as follows: (1) the ‘‘new core’’ for economic
activity and migrants (Japan, the ROK and Taiwan [Republic of China]);
(2) ‘‘core extensions and potential cores’’ (coastal China, the Hong Kong
SAR, the Macao SAR and the more settled coastal areas of the Russian
Far East); (3) the ‘‘labour frontier’’ migrant source (e.g. the populous
near interior of eastern China and the DPRK); and (4) the ‘‘resource
niche’’ (e.g. Mongolia, the remainder of China, including western China
and Tibet and the rest of the Russian Far East). The Northeast Asian la-
bour frontier contains a reservoir of potential migrants, some of whom
migrate to extract resources from the resource niche and to engage in
manufacturing and service activities in Northeast Asian core extensions
and potential cores.16 The Northeast Asian new core and the core exten-
sions and potential cores are now experiencing increasing migration pres-
sures from lower-income Asian countries.17

Migration indicators for Northeast Asian countries for 1990 and 2000
are summarized in table 1.2. Total migrant stock increased in each North-
east Asian state between 1990 and 2000. Northeast Asian states had ap-
proximately 28 per cent of the world’s population in 2000, but its migrant
stock amounted to an estimated 19,029,000 people, or only 11.7 per cent
of the world’s total migrant stock of approximately 175,000,000. If the
Russian Federation’s stock is subtracted from the Northeast Asian coun-
tries, the region’s migrant stock was only about 3.4 per cent of the world
total. Russia had the largest estimated migrant stock among Northeast
Asian countries: 13,259,000, about 68 per cent of that of the regional total
and 9 per cent of Russia’s population, largely owing to the recent return
of former residents of other republics of the former USSR. Russia’s
migrant stock was followed in size by the Hong Kong SAR (2,701,000);
Japan (1,620,000); the ROK (597,000); China (513,000); the DPRK
(37,000); the Macao SAR (16,000); and Mongolia (8,000).18

Table 1.2 indicates that there are relatively few refugees in Northeast
Asia. In 2000, China had the largest number of refugees (294,000), fol-
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lowed by the Russian Federation (26,000) and Japan (4,000). The highest
rates of net migration were experienced by the Hong Kong SAR (15 per
1,000 of the population), followed by the Macao SAR (6 per 1000) and
Russia (2 per 1000). Net migration was negative in China, the ROK and
Mongolia.19

Human flows in Northeast Asia, including ‘‘conventional’’ (permanent)
migrants and ‘‘non-conventional’’ (short-term) migrants, now present a
number of state security and human welfare issues. Human flows from
China to the Russian Far East have led to nationalist fears and security
concerns in Russia.20 The new presence of Russians in northern Japan
has resulted in unfavourable reactions by Japanese citizens, which could
hamper closer relations between Japan and Russia and further postpone
the resolution of the Japan–Russia sovereignty dispute over the North-
ern Territories/southern Kurile Islands.21 The importing of Chinese
labour into Japan raises issues regarding the lack of assimilation of
Chinese in Japan that may negatively affect bilateral relations between
Japan and China.22 The lack of assimilation of Koreans in Japan and
their failure to gain full legal protection may impede Japan’s successful
globalization.23 The passive migration policies of the ROK government
have been detrimental to the welfare of overseas Koreans and foreign
migrants to Korea, and may lead to tensions with Russia, China and
Japan.24 Incidents involving DPRK migrants and asylum seekers in
north-eastern China, some of whom seek to migrate to the ROK, China
and elsewhere, pose serious legal, economic and humanitarian issues for
Northeast Asian countries.25 In Mongolia, the recent increase in migra-
tion, combined with a lingering Russian presence and an upsurge in
Chinese influence, is a matter of concern.26 More generally, the increas-
ing feminization of migration, including migration for domestic service,
mail-order marriages, sex work, and also the sex trafficking of women
and children, complicates a number of human welfare issues.27

Migration policies

The public and private sectors share the management of migration in
Northeast Asia.28 Some state-managed migration in Northeast Asia has
given way to demand-driven migration serviced by labour contractors
who also provide cross-border services in lieu of labour.29 Policy-makers
in Northeast Asia and East Asia, driven by the demand for labour, tend
to favour the circulation of unskilled workers and highly skilled person-
nel, to restrict permanent settlement30 and to reject government recruit-
ing of migrants owing to perceived threats to cultural homogeneity.

The increasingly restrictive migration policies of industrialized states
outside Northeast Asia are lessening demands abroad for unskilled la-

24 CROSSING NATIONAL BORDERS



bour from the Northeast Asian labour frontier. Nevertheless, growing
migration pressures in Northeast Asia are increasing the legal and ir-
regular cross-border flows to and within the region, heightening state
security concerns and threatening the welfare of migrants. In 2003, all
Northeast Asian governments except that of the Russian Federation re-
ported that their levels of immigration were satisfactory and that they
also planned to maintain their immigration policies or not to intervene
to change migration levels. Russia reported its level of immigration as
too high and had a policy for lowering it. China and Russia indicated
that they encouraged the return of their nationals; Japan and the ROK
did not encourage their return. All Northeast Asian countries stated that
their levels of emigration were satisfactory, and intended either to main-
tain the current level or not to intervene.31

The migration policies of Northeast Asian countries appear to give low
priority to the rights and well-being of migrants. China, Japan and the
ROK do not favour the integration of non-nationals, and, excluding refu-
gee agreements, there are no significant international governance re-
gimes in place in Northeast Asia to regulate the cross-border movement
of people. Moreover, as of 2003 no Northeast Asian countries had rati-
fied the 1990 Convention on the Protection of Rights of Migrant Workers
and Family Members, the 2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish
Trafficking of Persons or the 2000 Protocol against the Smuggling of
Migrants. China, Japan, the ROK and the Russian Federation have rati-
fied the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967
Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees.32

National cases

China

China’s sheer numbers have a great influence on Northeast Asian popu-
lation stocks and flows (see figure 1.1). China successfully engineered
rapid mortality and fertility declines in the second half of the twentieth
century. It is now experiencing massive rural–urban migration, rapid
population ageing and increasing social and economic diversity. It is ex-
porting large numbers of its population and assimilating the Hong Kong
and Macao SARs. The New Economic Reform has resulted in impressive
economic growth, but it has also led to new social problems. There is a
growing disparity in standards of living. Universal access to healthcare
has ended, threatening the health of poor urban and rural populations.
The deterioration of the public health infrastructure has increased the
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vulnerability of China’s populations to HIV/AIDS, severe acute respira-
tory syndrome (SARS), influenza and tuberculosis.33

China’s ageing population is now inspiring a national dialogue on its
economic future.34 A rise in the support ratio of the old-age population
to the working-age population will adversely affect social services, pen-
sions and healthcare. China’s policy-makers have called on the govern-
ment to examine and learn from Japan’s experience with ageing.35

A combination of redundant farm labour, rural poverty, environmental
stress, developmental differences between regions and higher wages in
economically booming urban areas in China has recently generated the
aforementioned massive rural–urban migration.36 Rural–urban migrants
have challenged the household registration (hukou) system, which had
tied internal migrants to their birthplace. The geographic movement of
rural residents, including relocation to cities, was formally restricted.
Barred from moving to the cities, internal migrants were ineligible for
work there. Internal migrants were also denied educational opportuni-
ties, and they had restricted access to healthcare.37 Excluding Beijing
and Shanghai, the Chinese government relaxed hukou registration on 1
October 2001. This left undisturbed many of the ‘‘floating population’’
of 130 million migrants then estimated to be living outside their place of
registration and created new opportunities for China’s population.38

The Chinese government is now turning internal migration into a
means of modernization and easing the plight of migrant workers.39
Many urban migrants now circulate between cities and villages, helping
to decrease urban–rural economic and cultural differences.40 Never-
theless, the economic divide between rural and urban areas continues
to contribute to growing socio-economic inequalities throughout the
country.41

Minority ethnic affiliation and trans-border contacts among ethnic mi-
norities are increasing in China.42 The Chinese government has encour-
aged internal migration in order to modernize the economy and build
up underdeveloped provinces. Economic development notwithstanding,
internal migration has also facilitated efforts by the government to in-
crease the Han population in peripheral areas, particularly in Xingjian
Province in the north-west, the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region,
Heilongjiang Province in the north-east and the Tibetan Autonomous
Region.43 Ethnic, religious and political tensions have escalated in the
Tibetan Autonomous Region and Xingjian Province because incom-
ing Han Chinese have appropriated local resources.44 In north-eastern
trans-border regions such as the Amurskaya Oblast in the Russian Far
East and the Tumen River basin near the DPRK, the presence and
migration of Han Chinese threaten to harm China’s relations with its
neighbours.45
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China is a leading global source of international migration, with as
many as 33 million ethnic Chinese living abroad. Rural–urban migration
has caused some of this migration. China’s economic growth has resulted
in attempts by Beijing to attract skilled foreign workers and Chinese
students who have been educated abroad. There is also more undocu-
mented migration (largely from Viet Nam and the DPRK) and more
international travel by Chinese.46 The Chinese government is developing
policies to further manage immigration and emigration, and is engaging
more in international dialogue regarding migration.47 These changes
will improve the welfare of Chinese migrants.

Hong Kong SAR

The transformation of the global economy since the 1970s resulted in the
rapid economic development of the then British-controlled Hong Kong,
which has now completed the vital rates and epidemiological transition.48
The economic integration of Hong Kong with the rest of China, as well as
border and immigration controls similar to other trans-border systems,
is facilitating development of the Greater China economic bloc (China–
Hong Kong SAR and Macao SAR–Taiwan) and increasing China’s
global interdependence.49 Illegal migration to Hong Kong has been
relieved by the creation of special economic zones near the city, which
attract residents from mainland China. Many Hong Kong citizens have
established residences on the mainland. Immigration issues concern the
rights of some mainland Chinese, especially those born to Hong Kong
residents, to live in Hong Kong, and also migration pressures on Shen-
zhen, a site of extensive economic activity across the border from Hong
Kong.50

Macao SAR

The Macao SAR, which reverted from Portuguese to Chinese administra-
tion in 1999, is experiencing rapid population ageing. Macao’s economy is
based largely on tourism, gambling and the export of clothing.51 China is
undertaking infrastructure development in order to integrate Macao into
its economy. Foreign labour is used in lieu of mainland Chinese labour
because laws now restrict the flow of mainland Chinese to the area. (Ma-
cao Chinese are free to enter and exit the mainland.) In order to de-
crease reliance on outside labour, the Macao government is giving hiring
preference to locals and reducing the number of outside workers.52 Nev-
ertheless, Macao’s low fertility rate suggests that hiring only local resi-
dents will not solve the labour shortage.
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Taiwan (ROC)

The population of Taiwan (ROC) is ageing, and the government is
now promoting higher fertility. Urbanization is increasing in already
densely populated places while new urban areas have sprouted up be-
yond the official limits of major cities.53 The economy is moving from
labour-intensive to capital- and technology-intensive industries. Taiwan
is a large investor in other Asian economies, including mainland China
and the Hong Kong SAR. Labour shortages have led to the import of il-
legal as well as legal foreign workers, but in 1998 the government halted
labour imports because of rising unemployment.54 There is an increasing
interchange between Taiwan and mainland Chinese populations. Accord-
ing to one source, ‘‘800,000 of Taiwan’s 22 million people lived full-time
or part-time on the Mainland in 2002’’.55

Japan

Since World War II, Japan has transformed its economy and population.
Economic recovery and development focused largely on the Pacific area
rather than Northeast Asia. Its population has changed rapidly in profile,
from high to low rates of fertility and mortality. Japan is beginning to
experience population decline as a result of low fertility and population
ageing. Young Japanese are delaying marriage and having fewer chil-
dren, which has led to below-replacement fertility. Also, the dependency
burden on the labour force is increasing as more resources are focused on
support of the increasing older population.56 Japan has recently experi-
enced reduced trade surpluses, rising unemployment and falling stan-
dards of living. Recognizing that an increasing ratio of aged population
to working population will severely limit public contributions to pension
plans as well as hamper funding for possible expansion of the military,
the Japanese government is attempting to shift responsibilities for the
care of older people back to families.57

The dependence burdens on its labour force suggest a need for Japan
to import foreign labour in numbers that would be culturally and politi-
cally unacceptable owing to the high value placed on ethnic homogene-
ity.58 During the 1980s and 1990s, Japan became a labour-importing
country, with the focus on less-skilled workers. It also attracted illegal
migrants, particularly for the ‘‘3-K’’ (kitanai, kiken and kitsui) or dirty,
dangerous and demeaning jobs and for jobs for female ‘‘entertainers’’.59
In addition, it experienced large increases in circulating travellers, includ-
ing Russians in Niigata and Hokkaido, some of whom came to stay.60
These experiences, as well as past and current migrations of Koreans
and Chinese to Japan, are raising new questions about the well-being
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and assimilation of migrants.61 However, Japan discourages the assimila-
tion of foreign nationals and has yet to resolve questions of national iden-
tity. Migration issues can jeopardize Japan’s relations and economic ties
with other Northeast Asian countries.

What can Japan do to ameliorate the problems arising from its declin-
ing population? One policy option is to encourage higher fertility. An-
other option is to increase participation in the labour force on the part
of women and older people. Japan may also continue to invest in increas-
ing its labour productivity and developing more of its productive capacity
abroad. The final option is to continue to recruit foreign workers (some-
times illegally) through private contractors.62 Domestic NGOs in Japan
are now assisting foreign workers, and act as advocates for their rights
and welfare, regardless of whether they are highly skilled European
professionals or Asian labourers.63 Japanese immigration policies may
now be moving towards greater accommodation to the needs of foreign
nationals, but not at the expense of tighter oversight in order to address
national security concerns.64

The DPRK

North Korean migration to China, motivated largely by the failures of
the North Korean economy, poses serious political, humanitarian and
economic problems for Northeast Asian countries. Famine resulted in
500,000 to 1,000,000 deaths in the DPRK in the 1990s.65 Although it has
strict migration controls, a worsening political or economic situation and
civil strife could result in state implosion and/or massive refugee migra-
tion to the ROK and China.66 The DPRK is linked diplomatically to
China and retains trade ties with the Russian Federation. In 2003, an
estimated 10,000 North Koreans were reported to be working in the
Russian Far East, living in segregated facilities under harsh working con-
ditions and the surveillance of North Korean security agents.67

An increasing emphasis on trade and economic integration, including
well-managed non-coercive labour flows between the DPRK and the
ROK and between the DPRK and the Russian Federation, could en-
hance the DPRK’s development and also regional stability. A rural
market economy has taken root on the DPRK–Chinese border.68 Some
recent DPRK migrants to north-eastern China have been treated as eco-
nomic migrants, but others have become asylum seekers and have sought
refuge in foreign embassies and consulates in China.69 Authorities in
north-eastern China have refused these migrants access to UNHCR rep-
resentatives since 1999.70 Bilateral treaties between China and North
Korea enable Chinese authorities to seek out and repatriate North
Koreans to the DPRK, where they may be subject to persecution by the
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authorities.71 The welfare of North Koreans in China affects the interna-
tional relations of all Northeast Asian states.

The ROK

The ROK is now a major labour importer and a declining labour ex-
porter. ‘‘Irregular migration’’ has been the norm in South Korea, as im-
ported labour was formerly unacceptable to its trade unions.72 The ROK
government has recently decided to admit migrant workers from China,
Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Viet Nam, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Mongolia and
the Philippines in order to replace undocumented workers and make up
for labour shortfalls.73 Undocumented workers are acknowledged to
have helped to prevent a crisis in the country’s labour market but will
nonetheless be extradited if they do not leave voluntarily.74 Trade unions
supported the protests in spring 2004 by Korean-Chinese workers, who
were seeking more equitable access to the ROK labour market. Al-
though mandatory health insurance for foreign workers came into effect
in August 2004,75 other rights are absent, in particular education and
other benefits for the workers and their dependants.

Ethnic Korean migration to the ROK, from China and the DPRK,
also raises international questions.76 The Emigration and Immigration
and Legal Status of Overseas Koreans Bill of January 2000 allows ethnic
Koreans to stay in South Korea for two years, with the possibility of ex-
tending their visas and integrating into ROK society. In contrast to the
more accepting legal environment they find in the ROK, ethnic Koreans
in either China or Japan, whose ancestors left Korea before and during
the Japanese occupation (1910–1945), may find it almost impossible to
preserve their Korean identity. The ROK no longer directly accepts
North Koreans who have migrated to China. Instead, it negotiates with
foreign embassies in Beijing to accept these asylum seekers, who are
later redirected to Seoul.77

On the Korean peninsula, more than in other Northeast Asian areas,
economic development is strongly linked to the prevention of massive
refugee movements. Economic ventures between the two Koreas include
the construction of a trans-peninsula railway, which will eventually con-
nect with the Trans-Siberian railway.78 The planned Kaesong Industrial
Complex north of the demilitarized zone may, if realized, further boost
cross-border economic trade and population flows.79 However, the per-
sistent nuclear threat that looms over the peninsula deters the ROK
from investing more heavily in the DPRK, especially in the north-east
(whose collapsed industrial base is the main source of refugees). Contin-
uous tension over the nuclear question may further aggravate economic
conditions in the DPRK, thereby generating refugee flows.
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Mongolia

Approximately 85 per cent of Mongolia’s 2.5 million residents in 2004
(see table 1.1) were Mongol Khalkha. Other ethnic categories included
Turkic groups, primarily Kazakhs (7 per cent), the Tungusic (5 per
cent) and others, primarily Chinese and Russians (3 per cent).80 Approx-
imately 4.8 million Mongol citizens of China were concentrated in Inner
Mongolia and in Liaoning, Jilin, Hebei, Heilongjiang and Xinjiang prov-
inces.81 Approximately half a million Mongols were also found in the
Lake Baikal area and the lower Volga area of the Russian Federation.82
The Mongolian government has relaxed foreign travel for Mongolians
to the extent that large numbers of citizens of Kazakh ethnic origin have
returned to Kazakhstan.83

During the twentieth century, Mongolia changed from a feudal pastor-
al society to a Soviet-influenced agricultural-industrial society and then,
in the 1990s, to a democratic-capitalist system with an emphasis on social
welfare.84 Urbanization was rapid and well controlled from the 1950s to
the 1980s. Current major problems in Mongolia include poverty and hun-
ger.85 Recent internal migration has been driven by harsh winters, by
poor harvests and droughts and by a lack of rural employment opportu-
nities. Internal migration has been from the western and central regions
to Ulaanbaatar, Darkhan and Erdenet.86 Migrants often settle with their
livestock in crowded urban and suburban areas, burdening the environ-
mental and socio-economic infrastructures (health services, education,
housing and jobs) and inhibiting economic growth.87

Modernization is increasing pressures for both immigration and emi-
gration, with their attendant hazards and benefits. Mongols in Mongolia
have long-standing concerns about the assimilation of ethnic Chinese,
but Russian immigrants have been more readily accepted. If migration
into Mongolia increases significantly, it will be largely from China and
particularly from Inner Mongolia.88

The Russian Federation

The Russian Federation’s population in 2004 was the second largest
among Northeast Asian states, but regionally the Russian Far East’s
(RFE) population is the smallest of the various geographic areas com-
prising Northeast Asia. Russia faces disconcerting demographic trends.
Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, it has experienced unusually
high mortality from preventable causes (e.g. alcoholism, violence and ac-
cidents), decreasing life expectancy, increased morbidity, high induced
abortion rates and low fertility rates. Revolution, wars, famine, urbaniza-
tion and political changes in the twentieth century are reported to ‘‘have
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already cost Russia about a half of its possible population in 2000’’, and
continued low levels of reproduction could lead to a further halving of
the population.89 Russia’s population issues are amplified in the sparsely
populated Russian Far East, where, even at its population peak of 8.1
million people in 1991, only 5 per cent of the national population lived
in a region that comprises 35 per cent of the total national area.

The government of the Soviet Union pursued an intensive pro-
gramme of demographic engineering in the Russian Far East – to deploy
and quarter Soviet army contingents, to construct a regional military-
industrial complex, to extract natural resources for European Russia and
to provide a place for criminals and the politically undesirable.90 The
population of the Russian Far East, which increased from 1.6 million
to 8.1 million between 1926 and 1991, consists primarily of ethnic Rus-
sians.91 In 1937, the Chinese and Korean residents of the region were
subjected to security deportations; 172,000 Koreans of the RFE were re-
located to Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.92

After the Russian Far East’s population peaked in 1991, immigration
effectively stopped. Economic depression, as well as the ending of subsi-
dies, served as a stimulus for many to begin leaving the region. Between
1992 and 2002, the population of the RFE declined from 8.1 million to
less than 6.7 million (see figure 1.1).93 Population decline was more
severe in the northern part of the RFE than in the south.94

It is in the context of these broader demographic trends that concerns
about Chinese immigration to Russia, in particular the Russian Far East,
have emerged over the past decade. Reactions among Russians to the
ostensibly increasing Chinese presence vary from fear of invasion to con-
sidering possibilities for economic development.95 Inconsistencies and
weaknesses in Russia’s immigration policy, legislation and enforcement
over the past decade are associated with these concerns. Normalization
of relations between the Soviet Union and China in the late 1980s, fol-
lowed by the adoption of visa-free exchange between the two countries
in 1992, led to unanticipated mass movements across the Russia–China
border in the Russian Far East.96 The RFE economy grew dependent
upon illegal as well as legal Chinese shuttle traders, and the number of
illegal aliens increased.97 The competing political and juridical objectives
of the national government in Moscow and the Russian Far East regional
governments resulted in negative economic consequences for the RFE.
In a region of less than 7 million citizens, the liberal estimate of 200,000
migrants (only 3 per cent) there created a perception of uncontrolled
cross-border crime and illegal migration. Growing tension among the
populace prompted the governments of Russia and China to create in
May 2003 joint working groups whose purpose was to put into effect curbs
on the uncontrolled movement of people across their common border.98
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Russian authorities have attempted to improve both the reporting and
the control mechanisms of migration. In 2002, the Duma passed a new
citizenship law that introduces additional reporting and control require-
ments, but it does not provide for any clear mechanism for their imple-
mentation.99 The law effectively prevents about 4 million potential Rus-
sian repatriates living in the Commonwealth of Independent States after
the fall of the USSR from receiving Russian citizenship.100

Conclusions and policy implications

Can Northeast Asian countries work together to develop and imple-
ment policies regarding changes in population stocks and flows that will
preserve state security and increase the welfare of their populations?
Northeast Asian policy-makers, aware of the advantages of population
stabilization, have successfully used national policy frameworks to help
facilitate a regional equilibrium of low birth and death rates. But ques-
tions remain. Will Northeast Asia avoid pandemics of infectious and par-
asitic diseases? How will the region deal with population ageing? How
will it adjust to the shrinking population in the Russian Far East? Ulti-
mately, how will Northeast Asian policy-makers guide changes in popula-
tion stocks and flows in ways that will effectively balance state security
concerns with the well-being of the populations of the region?

The following approaches to migration would appear to enhance popu-
lation welfare and state security in Northeast Asia: (1) facilitate trade,
investment and human rights for both native and migrant populations;
(2) facilitate migrants’ integration into labour forces and social life at des-
tination; (3) help to maintain stability at home by way of facilitating mi-
grants’ remittances; (4) provide ways for migrants to return home and to
contribute to their countries of origin; and (5) enhance relations between
areas of origin and destination.101

Most governments give scant attention to how the welfare of migrants
is linked to economic development and state security. The Global Com-
mission on International Migration argues that ‘‘Fair rules for trade and
capital need to be complemented by fair rules for the movement of peo-
ple.’’102 The General Agreement on Trade in Service is a global gover-
nance framework for the cross-border movement of goods and services.
But, with the exception of refugees, there is no comparable international
governance framework for the protection of the welfare of migrants.103

Multilateral migration policies

An effective multilateral governance framework for the cross-border
movement of people is prerequisite for enhancing the welfare of migrants
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in Northeast Asia. In order for such a framework to work, Northeast
Asian countries must provide stability and public goods for both their
citizens and migrants. Creating a cross-border framework will require
extensive activity by international organizations, including the United
Nations High Commission for Refugees, the International Labor Organi-
zation and the International Organization for Migration as well as non-
governmental organizations. Pivotal to this task will be the development
of migration management systems that also take into account and in-
volve the different concerns of commercial enterprises, non-governmental
organizations and the governments of origin, transit and destination
countries. An example is the Berne Initiative, which is an attempt to
develop a balanced approach so as to facilitate regular migration and pre-
vent irregular migration and to obtain benefits from migration between
countries.104

Northeast Asian governments, international organizations and non-
governmental organizations are faced with a number of cross-cutting is-
sues regarding human flows in Northeast Asia. These issues include the
rights of foreign nationals and host community citizens; migration im-
pacts on bilateral relations between origin and destination countries; and
migration impacts on Northeast Asian economies and the regional secu-
rity environment. An understanding of the sources of these issues is in-
creasing, and some migration-responsive policies are now in place. The
next step in averting the problems these issues are giving rise to is the
development of coordinated, region-wide migration-determining policies
and also migration-responsive policies.

The rights of foreign nationals

For China, the dilemma relates to how to take advantage of its huge pool
of internal migrants and improve its economy without sacrificing its con-
trol over their movement. Another problem is Chinese migration into the
Russian Far East, an issue over which it will have to enter into full polit-
ical dialogue with Russia if migration is to benefit both sides. The welfare
of migrants from China (and Russia) in Mongolia may also be an issue.

For Japan, migration is also tied to economic performance. The pri-
mary barrier for it is how to reconcile the growing presence of foreigners
(absolute numbers are still small) and their welfare in a country that
prides itself on its unique national character.

The ROK shares with Japan the problems of reconciling the presence
of migrants with cultural uniqueness. In addition, the ROK has to con-
tinue to engage its northern neighbour in political dialogue regarding mi-
gration and other issues. But despite the sometimes heated rhetoric of
the DPRK and the ROK, rapprochement can continue.
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The majority of Chinese (and Vietnamese and North Koreans) in the
Russian Far East provide inexpensive labour and transport, and the Chi-
nese also sell inexpensive consumer goods to the region. The overarching
welfare issue facing the Chinese in the Russian Far East involves abuses
of labour standards.

The rights of affected host-community members

For China, Japan and the ROK, migration and foreign workers pose
short-term problems; most of the stresses have to do with how the gov-
ernments handle perceived threats to established political and collective
control. So far, foreign workers have caused only minor problems. For
Mongolia, the activities of Chinese traders are posing problems for the
local economy.

For Russia, Chinese migration to the Russian Far East poses a number
of problems for the host community, the least of which is potential Chi-
nese territorial expansion. The Chinese presence adds tension to the
social fabric, but the real future impact of the Chinese presence on the
region will be economic. Employing illegal Chinese labour at deflated
wages will prevent long-term improvements in the competitiveness of
local Russian business.

Impacts on relations between origin and destination countries

The issue of Chinese migration to the Russian Far East is one of the most
significant sticking points in bilateral relations between China and Rus-
sia. It is unlikely that Chinese migration to the Russian Far East threat-
ens state security in Northeast Asia, but failure to resolve this issue is
impeding the integration of the RFE into Northeast Asia. Nevertheless,
political dialogue between Russia and China is increasing.

Although foreign workers in Japan come from many countries, the
large number of Chinese suggests that policy-makers in Tokyo and Bei-
jing need to talk more about migration policies. Problems related to the
Korean presence in Japan are tied to Japan’s concept of its racial purity.
Japan’s political relations with its Asian neighbours will not improve
fundamentally unless it acknowledges its role in World War II more
publicly.

Impacts on the regional security environment

A Northeast Asian economic zone, like ASEAN for Southeast Asia,
would bolster regional state security if provisions were made for the wel-
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fare of migrants. Such a zone (perhaps leading to closer political cooper-
ation) could increase labour and capital flows by encouraging the freer
movement of workers and the factors of production.

Sources of the problem(s)

The proximate sources of the problems outlined above include a popula-
tion decline in the Russian Far East and unemployment in more densely
populated areas in north-eastern China. The root source of the problems
of migration/foreign workers is not migration/foreign workers as such. It
is how slowly the Northeast Asian governments are addressing the issue.
They are still dealing with the aftermath of civilizational, nationalist and
state-to-state conflicts.

Policies in place

The governments of China, Japan and the ROK are creating and imple-
menting policies to deal with migration/foreign workers. The slow pace of
the policies is due to a political hesitancy to lose control over population
movement/immigration and in effect increase the strain on the social
fabric. However, economic necessity is forcing the three governments to
rethink past policies. The government in Moscow has focused on the en-
forcement of migration rather than first devising long-term plans for the
role of migration in Russia’s development. There is a need for China and
the Russian Federation to include Mongolia fully in the migration policy
process.

Possible policies

New migration policies are clearly needed. The government of China can
grant internal migrants the freedom to move to and settle in regions
where they can find jobs. In the end, some version of the hukou system
will remain, but it will be greatly adjusted to exigent economic necessity.
The governments of Japan and South Korea can further loosen their for-
eign worker laws, but how fast they can do this will probably depend on
the global economy. The ROK has the additional task of trying to live
peacefully with the DPRK. China is attempting to promote peace on the
Korean peninsula, which may augur more active policies on its part in
the future. China and the Russian Federation, as well as the ROK and
the DPRK, can develop potential trans-border cities, and all Northeast
Asian countries can take further advantage of the Tokyo–Beijing urban
corridor.
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Overcoming obstacles

The real obstacles to state security and individual welfare posed by mi-
gration and the assimilation of migrants are the fixed political positions
of the governments of Northeast Asia. Nevertheless, political controls
are gradually loosening. An example is China, where internal migrants
are granted more and more rights. The question is, can these changes
occur rapidly enough to keep up with migration/foreign worker issues,
which are increasing daily? The proximate obstacles to state security
and population welfare include the low level of economic development
in Mongolia and the Russian Far East, population ageing, the influence
of HIV/AIDS and SARS and the tendency of ‘‘short-term’’ migrants to
remain where they have come to work. Successful guidance of the cross-
border movement of peoples now requires coordination of the increasing
number of migration-relevant public and private sector institutions so as
to ensure a multilateral governance framework for regulating human
flows.
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Part II

Chinese migration to the
Russian Far East





2

Chinese in the Russian Far East:
Regional views

Victor Larin

The Chinese in the Russian Far East (RFE), who are already a part of the
region’s economy and local life, have yet to become accepted as constitu-
ents of its local society. They remain an integral part of the ‘‘Heavenly
Kingdom’’ or ‘‘Greater China’’, which encompasses the Chinese popula-
tion not only in its motherland but also throughout the rest of the world.
Therefore, the growing importance of migration issues in modern life is
not the only reason to pay close attention to the Chinese presence in
Russia.1 Of much greater significance, however, are questions about
who will be the future proprietor of Siberia’s vast resources and possibly
even Russia’s destiny. The Chinese presence in the RFE keeps these
questions alive today.

In the 1990s, speculation emerged in Russia and abroad about its
imminent disintegration and the dividing up of Siberia and the Russian
Far East between the United States, China and Japan. At the same
time, the idea of a ‘‘Chinese threat’’ emerged again in Russian society,
gradually influencing its perception of the economic growth and political
rise of China. It is no wonder that some assumed that Chinese migration
to Russia was the first step in a far-sighted and pragmatic plan by leaders
in Beijing to restore China’s control of the territories north of the Amur
River ceded to the Russian empire in the nineteenth century. This idea
found many adherents among officials, journalists and ordinary people
in Russia. Alexander Gol’bakh, commander of the Far East Border
Guard, asserted that the Chinese authorities used the export of labour
to Russia in order to promote a policy aimed at the ‘‘subsequent expan-
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sion into the Far East region to win strong economic, trade, and demo-
graphic positions there’’.2

The contemporary presence of Chinese in Russia has not affected the
RFE’s demography and economics as much as was the case at the end of
the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth.3 However, its
impact on local public attitudes is comparable to that of a century ago.
Historically, Russians along Chinese borders have perceived and inter-
preted the Chinese presence in Russia, particularly in the RFE, as a
political and strategic phenomenon rather than a social, economic or cul-
tural one. Deep cultural differences between the two civilizations became
apparent as growing individual contacts in the border regions strength-
ened Russians’ suspicions of the Chinese. As a result, distorted pictures
of a ‘‘potentially expansionist China’’ and ‘‘millions of insidious Chinese
in Russia’’ prevail in public sentiment and strongly influence Russian pol-
icies towards China and Russian–Chinese relations.

Chinese migration to the Russian Far East was, and still is, different
from the migration patterns we observe in the United States, Europe
and many other places in the world. Although a basic motivation to go
abroad informs Chinese people’s migration to the RFE as elsewhere, a
number of other factors contribute to the unique nature of their migra-
tion to Russia. These factors include the controversy over how they enter
Russia (mainly as tourists) and what they do once they are in the country
(often as illegal workers); Chinese perceptions of the host country as a
place of temporary stay; and the paradox of the geographical proximity
of the two countries but cultural gap between the two peoples.

The history of Russian–Chinese relations and competing trends in
Russia’s and China’s economic, political and demographic development
today make Russians suspicious about Beijing’s long-term interests, es-
pecially in the territories north and south of the Amur River. These
suspicions fuel the widespread perception of ‘‘unpredictable, ambitious
China’’ and cause Russians in the Far East not to trust the Chinese who
come to their country.

This chapter focuses on the sources of those fears, compares the per-
ceptions and realities regarding the Chinese in Russia and concludes with
possible scenarios for the transformation of the social and political land-
scape of the Russian Far East. Because much has already been written
about Chinese in Russia since the 1990s, I shall focus mostly on develop-
ments in the new century.

China’s approach to the Russian Far East

Two basic factors explain the Chinese public’s and government’s percep-
tions of the Russian Far East. The first one is political tradition. Accord-
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ing to an ancient Chinese view of the outside world, the territories that
are now part of the RFE belonged to the Middle Kingdom’s vassal
periphery. These outlying districts, inhabited by barbarians, were unfit
for settlement by hanren (original Chinese), although they could serve
as a means of improving their welfare. The second factor is a modern
one: China’s rapidly growing demand for natural resources and need for
new markets for its goods and labour. These factors are reflected in the
two main principles the Chinese central government follows in conduct-
ing its relations with Russia: to make the lengthy northern border peace-
ful and secure and to gain access to the natural resources of Siberia and
the Russian Far East in order to support China’s internal economic
development. Moreover, contemporary Chinese policy-makers consider
this vast area to be ‘‘economically complementary to China’s northeast
region’’.4 Hu Yaobang was the first Chinese leader to visit Harbin, in
August 1982, and approved the resumption of border trade with Russia.
Hu Jintao, the current leader, initiated a programme to review the old
industrial base of north-eastern China, and he encouraged and supported
the activities of the north-eastern provinces in developing direct eco-
nomic and political relations with the neighbouring territories of Russia.

China’s two north-eastern provinces, Heilongjiang and Jilin, became
active in expanding their relations with Russia. Jilin has not been very
successful in this effort, having paid more attention to relations with the
Koreas and Japan, but Heilongjiang Province has put the Russian Far
East at the centre of its economic development plans. Procurement of
Siberian natural resources, as well as involvement in the Russian com-
modity, labour and tourist markets, has become an important source of
Heilongjiang’s economic development; it has provided an opportunity to
create a great number of new jobs on both sides of the border. Thus, in-
ternal economic and social development needs have been the objective
reasons for the provincial governments to organize and support the activ-
ities of individual Chinese in the RFE.

Between 1988 and 2000, more than 113,000 contract workers sent to
Russia by Heilongjiang Province carried out contracts valued at US$2
billion. Eighty per cent of them were concentrated in the border territor-
ies.5 In 2001–2003, another 20,000 people from Heilongjiang were re-
cruited to work abroad, and most of them were employed in construction
and agricultural projects in Siberia and the RFE.6 In 2003, Heilongjiang
Province’s trade with Russia grew to US$2.96 billion, representing 55.5
per cent of its foreign trade and 18.7 per cent of Russian–Chinese trade.

Provincial authorities have not only served as a conduit for the export
of labour to Russia but also encouraged and supported individual initia-
tives to conduct business there. Between 1997 and 2002, more than 1.1
million Chinese visited border territories of the Russian Far East (Pri-
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morskii and Khabarovsk krais and Amur Oblast [krais and oblasts are
main administrative units]) as tourists. Most of them (as well as Russian
tourists travelling to China) used this channel for private business and
temporary (mostly illegal) employment in Russia. The annual volume of
‘‘shuttle trade’’ (the Chinese call it ‘‘people’s trade’’) between the Rus-
sian Far East and Heilongjiang Province reached US$500–US$600 mil-
lion, three times the level of officially declared exports to the Russian
Far East from China. Nobody knows how many people were involved in
this unofficial trade, but this business has become an important part of
the local economies and has supported the livelihood of tens of thou-
sands of people on both sides of the border. Therefore, the north-eastern
provinces of China have been vitally interested in promoting human
exchange with the border territories of Russia in various forms, such as
group and individual tourists, business, contract workers, students etc.

Chinese workers, peasants and intellectuals living in immediate prox-
imity to the Russian border have their own interest in these territories.
Since the beginning of the 1990s, two motives have stimulated ordinary
Chinese citizens to travel north of their own accord. On the one hand,
there are demographic pressures and unemployment in north-eastern
China.7 On the other hand, news of the opportunity to make fast money
through business in Russia has long since spread through the cities and
villages of the region. The second of these factors has always been, and
continues to be, the more important motivation for migration,8 although
conventional Russian views on the matter suggest the opposite.

Channels of migration

There are three official channels the Chinese use to come to Russia: visa-
free tourism, contract work and business. Tourism remains the most im-
portant and popular channel. The first ‘‘visa-free group tourism’’ agree-
ment, providing for affordable tour prices and relatively easy procedures
for gathering documents,9 was concluded in December 1992 in Beijing. It
opened the way for a massive and completely uncontrolled movement
of Chinese tourists, mostly shuttle traders, to Russia. This channel was
the major source of illegal migration to Russia, and brought significant
problems to the local authorities and population. Eventually, it became
a symbol of ‘‘Chinese expansion’’ into Russia. The fears and the realities
of the mid-1990s pushed the local authorities to undertake measures to
bring the situation under control. The measures, both juridical10 and
practical,11 were mainly restrictive and prohibitive, and helped to reduce
tension in the region.

On 29 February 2000, the Russian and Chinese governments signed a
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new agreement on visa-free group tourism to regulate tourist companies’
activities and to stop illegal migration and illicit work on the part of
tourists. According to the agreement, a tourist group must include at
least five people, and companies offering visa-free travel are required to
get a licence for international tourism and to have at least three years of
experience in the business. Visa-free tourists cannot stay in the destina-
tion country for more than 30 days.

The new agreement did not affect the scale of border tourism as much
as substantial changes in the rouble–yuan exchange rate did. After the
rouble depreciated by a factor of four during the autumn of 1998 and
most Russians instantly became too poor to buy even cheap Chinese
goods, the number of Chinese ‘‘business tourists’’ dropped in 1999. At
the same time, it became much more affordable for real Chinese tourists
to come to Russia. The year 2000 marked a peak in Chinese tourism in
the Russian Far East. About 240,000 tourists from China entered Russia,
most of them using the border crossings in Amur Oblast and Primorskii
Krai. About 20,000–30,000 tourists visit Khabarovsk Krai annually,12
but a substantial number of them cross the border in Amur Oblast and
Primorye.13

At the beginning of the new century, the number of tourists crossing
the Russian–Chinese border in Primorye increased slowly, reaching
162,000 in 2002. Around ten per cent of them went to other territories
of the Russian Far East; and 145,000–147,000 visited cities and villages
in Primorye. In the same period, the number of tourists visiting Amur
Oblast decreased slowly because of the lack of interesting sites as well
as the low quality of service. Thus, in 2001 and 2002 the number of Chi-
nese tourists in Amur Oblast was smaller than in 1996–2000 (see figure
2.1). The 2003 SARS (severe acute respiratory sydrome) scare hurt tour-
ism along the border but could not stop it, as 65–70 per cent of Chinese
‘‘tourists’’ visited Russia not for sightseeing but for trade and illegal work.

In 2000, only 82 Chinese evaded the control of the Department of
Internal Affairs of Primorskii Krai and did not return home. They repre-
sented 0.03 per cent of the total number of Chinese visiting the region
that year. The number went down to 15 people in 2001 (0.01 per cent).14
In 2002, according to the Passport and Visa Services of Primorskii Krai,
the percentage of Chinese tourists who returned home by the time of
their tour deadline reached 99.87 per cent.15 Still, 210 Chinese tourists
(the remaining 0.13 per cent) stayed too long in Russia, and most of
them worked there illegally.

Contract work is the second channel through which Chinese come to
Russia. In August 1992, Russia and China signed an agreement on the
main principles for recruiting Chinese citizens to work in Russia. The ac-
cord limited the maximum period of work to three years, guaranteed
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Chinese workers ‘‘all rights and liberties according to Russian law’’, re-
quired them to observe Russian laws and rules for foreigners and made
the companies and enterprises that employed them responsible for their
number, quantity and the conditions of their work and stay.16 In the
1990s, the number of contract workers from China employed in the Rus-
sian Far East ranged from 7,500 to 10,000 per year. Most of them (6,000–
8,000 annually) worked in Primorye; other territories usually had fewer
than 1,000 Chinese labourers each. The percentage of Chinese citizens
of the total number of foreign workers in Primorye was between 60 per
cent and 63 per cent (23–30 per cent in Amur Oblast).

In November 2000, Russia and China signed a new agreement on their
citizens’ ‘‘temporary work’’ in the other country. The agreement sets
the main conditions of employment, payment, permanent residence in
the other country, social security etc. for Chinese workers in Russia and
Russian workers in China. It is hard to say that this agreement stimulated
the use of Chinese labour in the RFE at the beginning of the new cen-
tury. Most likely, it was the improvement in Russia’s economic situation
that increased the demand for foreign labour and caused Chinese em-
ployment in the region to grow slowly. In Primorskii Krai, the number
of Chinese workers increased from 6,374 in 1999 to 9,639 in 2001 and
10,227 in 2003 (amounting to 70.2 per cent of all foreign workers). In
Amur Oblast, the number rose from 468 in 2000 to 2,397 in 2002.

As the two aforementioned channels for entry by Chinese were more
or less under the strict control of the local authorities by the end of the
1990s, the third channel, commercial and business trips, became a more
important source for increasing numbers of illegal Chinese workers to

Figure 2.1 Chinese tourism in Amur Oblast and Primorskii Krai (000 people),
1997–2003 (Sources: Itogi i tendentsii sotsial’no-ekonomicheskogo razvitiya Pri-
morskogo kraya v 2002 godu [The Results and Trends of Primorskii Krai Social
and Economic Development in 2002], Vladivostok: TCSR, 2003, p. 131; Amurskii
statisticheskii ezhegodnik [Amur Oblast Administration Reference], Blagovesh-
chensk: Amur Oblast Administration, 2003, p. 8; and Amurskaya Pravda, March
2004).
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gain access to the Russian labour market. Overstaying commercial visas
became the main kind of violation committed by Chinese in the RFE.17

The different sources of Chinese entry into Russia were not of the
same significance for the different territories of the RFE. Primorskii
Krai attracted many Chinese tourists, predominantly for sightseeing and
for the shuttle trade, but the proportion of Chinese tourists in Blagovesh-
chensk did not exceed that of the other categories of Chinese citizen
there (see figures 2.2 and 2.3).

Figure 2.2 Chinese visits to Amur Oblast (000 people), 1997–2002 (Sources:
Osnovniye pokazateli vneshneekonomicheskikh svyazei Amurskoi oblasti i KNR
[Main Indexes of Amur Oblast and PRC Foreign Economic Relations], Blago-
veshchensk: Amur Oblast Administration, 1999, pp. 2–3 and Amurskii statistiche-
skii ezhegodnik [Amur Oblast Administration Reference, 2003], Blagovesh-
chensk: Amur Oblast Administration, 2003, pp. 8–9).

Figure 2.3 Chinese registered in Primorskii Krai by purpose of visit, 2000
(Sources: Analiticheskii otchet Territorial’nogo organa Minfederatsii Rossii v Pri-
morskom kraye za 2000 god [Analytical Report of the Territorial Unit of
the Ministry of the Russian Federation in the Primorskii Krai in 2000], p. 27,
unpublished).
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Chinese communities in the Russian Far East

Relatively stable communities of Chinese emerged in the Russian Far
East by the end of the 1990s. Although they are not well organized or
territorially settled yet, they have economic or social ties with Russia.
Some of the Chinese who cross the Russian–Chinese border are a part
of these communities. Among others, contract workers, students, busi-
nessmen and legal and illegal traders become part of these communities
for various lengths of time. As a result, the scale and activities of these
communities have become a hotly debated question.

At present, specialists estimate the total number of Chinese living in
Russia to be between 300,000 and 400,000 people. Of these, 50,000–
70,000 have settled in Moscow.18 According to semi-official statistics,
which one can extrapolate from occasional publications and interviews
with officials, in the second half of the 1990s the number of Chinese who
settled in Primorskii Krai was estimated to be 30,000–36,000,19 including
5,000–6,000 staying there illegally.20 An official police database reported
that about 2,700 Chinese were living more or less permanently in Amur
Oblast.21

The official statistics about Chinese migrants provided by immigration
and police authorities disprove the typical conclusions widely put about
by some officials that millions of Chinese have already settled in Russia.
The real number of Chinese workers and students in the Russian Far
East, as well as the number of Chinese tourists who stayed there ille-
gally, had decreased by the end of the 1990s. Thus, for accuracy, all offi-
cial figures should be reduced substantially. I would estimate that
the RFE has 25,000–30,000 Chinese, including 10,000–12,000 contract
workers, 10,000–15,000 traders, several hundred students and several
hundred medium-scale businessmen.

Various sources provide crude assessments of the scale of the illegal
presence of Chinese in the labour market of the Russian Far East.
Chinese migration to the region is predominantly commercial. A majority
of Chinese migrants are engaged in wholesale and retail trade; the next
largest percentage is engaged in study or training, followed by those
working on a contract basis. However, some Chinese who come for study
or training do not study or, shortly after arrival, give up their studies to
start trading or to engage in other business. They usually circumvent
the law to do so. The overwhelming majority of Chinese who have legally
or illegally settled on Russian territory do varying amounts of trading
in Chinese goods. According to official statistics concerning Chinese in
Amur Oblast, 40 per cent of them are employed in trade. However, un-
official estimates put the share of Chinese tourists involved in trading at
market places of that region at 95 per cent,22 excluding Chinese workers
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and students who are employed part-time to sell Chinese goods. Ponkra-
tova states that the number of Chinese citizens who were actually em-
ployed in Amur Oblast towards the end of the 1990s might have been
five to six times higher than the official number of those legally em-
ployed. According to her, approximately 700 Chinese worked every day
just in the market places in Blagoveshchensk, the capital city of Amur
Oblast.23

One of the biggest Chinese markets in the RFE is in the city of Ussur-
iisk in Primorskii Krai. The officials of the market say that there are
about 800 to 1,200 Chinese who have official permission to work there.
However, rumours have it that about 10,000 Chinese gather at the mar-
ket. Many Russian and Chinese employers are interested in hiring illegal
workers in order to save on wages. They often violate Russian legislation
when they engage Chinese coming as tourists or with short-time commer-
cial visas to work in construction and agriculture or as cooks, dishwashers
and so on. In 1999, the Regional Migration Service identified 1,486 for-
eign citizens (mainly Chinese) who were illegally involved in trade, con-
sumer services and construction in the border regions and cities of Pri-
morye. In 2000, this number amounted to 1,318. In 2002, the regional
police uncovered 92 organizations that illegally employed foreign labour
and 596 foreign citizens working unlawfully in Primorye.24 These statis-
tics show that although the number of illegally employed foreign citizens
in Primorye is steadily decreasing, there are still many Russian employers
who are prone to violate the law if it means higher profits. As Wishnick
mentions, ‘‘although regional officials blame the Chinese government for
encouraging illegal immigration to the Russian Far East, corruption in
Russia makes it possible for the Chinese economic migrants to remain
there’’.25

In the areas of the Russian Far East far from China, the issue of the
illegal Chinese presence is not as urgent as in the border territories. Ac-
cording to statistics of the Migration Services of Sakhalin Oblast, in 2001
only a few dozen Chinese were illegally employed on the island.26 Insig-
nificant numbers of Chinese traders compete with Russians in the mar-
kets of Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, Magadan and Petropavlovsk–Kamchatsky.
Nevertheless, in 2002 dozens of Chinese traders in Petropavlovsk upset
their Russian colleagues, who believed that the Chinese were driving
down prices, and provoked their protests against the Chinese presence.

In the 1990s, the scale and possible consequences of attracting Chinese
labour into the RFE were the topic of numerous discussions in academic,
political and other circles. But the total annual percentage of Chinese
workers employed in the region has never exceeded 0.2 per cent of the
total labour force there, and thus cannot have any serious impact on the
general social situation. Even if we take into consideration the Chinese
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tourists who are illegally involved in trade and other forms of entre-
preneurship, this figure will not be higher than 0.5 per cent of regional
employment.27

Their illegal presence and work in Russia are not the only disturbing
issues related to the Chinese in the Russian Far East. By the beginning
of the new century, regional Russian communities were more anxious
about the criminal activities of certain Chinese than about their number.
‘‘Criminal Chinese’’, ‘‘dishonest Chinese’’, ‘‘Chinese who destroy the
ecology of the region’’ – these became the characterization of the Chi-
nese by the local mass media. Primorye newspapers described them as
thieves and ‘‘untidy citizens of China’’, who reaped profits mostly by
smuggling liquor and drugs.28 Parlamentskaya Gazeta asserted that
‘‘China’s peaceful expansion to Russia’’ is criminal in nature.29 Khabar-
ovsk’s governor Victor Ishaev is quoted as having alleged that ‘‘drugs,
narcotics, and crime poured into the region following the Chinese traders
who came there’’.30

In 2002, police statistics in Primorskii Krai recorded 177 crimes com-
mitted by foreign citizens, more than 130 of them by Chinese, including
21 cases classified as serious or extremely serious.31 Most of the crimes
were committed against other Chinese. However, the statistical informa-
tion from the Department of Internal Affairs differed significantly from
reality. Only a few crimes committed by Chinese against other Chinese
were reported to the police because Chinese victims of crimes went to
Russian authorities only as a last resort.

Since the end of the 1990s, government officials and the local press
have discussed the issue of Chinese criminal groups operating among
the Chinese in the Russian Far East. They used to refer to them as tradi-
tional Chinese secret societies, but their claims were not substantiated by
reliable information. The newspaper Vladivostok claimed that Ussuriisk
had turned into the capital of the ‘‘Chinese mafia’’ in the region and was
collecting money generated by Chinese organized crime.32 It is hard to
imagine that Chinese gangsters provided the journalist (or his informant
in official agencies) with any information about their activities so that
such a conclusion could be reached. However, the perception of ‘‘crimi-
nal Chinese society in Russia’’ was given a new life.

Given the public perception of the criminality of some Chinese activ-
ities in the region, occasional reports of criminal offences against Chinese
businessmen in the Russian Far East33 add to the negative views of local
Russian citizens. Nor do they encourage the police to become advocates
of Chinese people’s presence and business in Russia, although some
police officers receive illegal payments from Chinese markets and busi-
nesses. On the other hand, the Chinese cannot feel secure because they
fall prey to both Russian and Chinese criminal groups, which are be-
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lieved to coordinate their activities much more effectively than their
governments, and to private security agencies. Also, the Chinese cannot
feel secure because often the Russian police cannot determine the true
perpetrator of a crime.

In addition to expressing concern about the negative impact of Chinese
migration on local labour markets and the social environment, many
in the RFE blame the Chinese for ruining their natural environment.
They assert that the Chinese ‘‘unproductively pillage valuable forest and
aquatic resources of the Far East’’. These perceptions are held by many
ordinary people, who deliberately or subconsciously reject the possibility
of Chinese settlement in Russia. They are also shared by politicians and
intellectuals, who are responsible for developing policies concerning se-
curity and relations between the two countries. As a result, various pro-
posals have been made for political and juridical measures to limit and
control Chinese migration.

Ethnic characterization of ‘‘typical Chinese’’, found in public opinion
in the Russian Far East, is another source of Russians’ fears, prejudices
and gloomy expectations. This image is mixed. According to a 2003 opin-
ion poll conducted in the southern part of the Russian Far East, the
characteristic attributed most often to the Chinese (by over 65 per cent
of respondents) was ‘‘hard-working’’. Their enterprising nature was also
highly valued by 48 per cent. Also mentioned were politeness and relia-
bility (9 per cent and 7 per cent respectively). On the negative side, ‘‘cun-
ning’’ (41 per cent) was among the highest-ranked characteristics of Chi-
nese. Aggressiveness was rated fourth, at 21 per cent. Only 2 per cent of
respondents considered Chinese to be honest and generous.

Many Russians believe that the Chinese are not cultured in their every-
day behaviour, but they hold this notion along with a general recognition
of and respect for the cultural heritage of Chinese civilization. Most of
the Chinese contract workers in the agricultural, construction and con-
sumer service sectors since the beginning of the 1990s have come from
the less educated and poorer strata of China’s north-eastern provinces.
The same can be said about the Chinese tourists who have come to sell
consumer goods in Russian markets. Many Russians have formed their
images of Chinese people based on their impressions of these contract
workers and market traders. A high-ranking Primorye official wrote at
the end of the 1990s that ‘‘the cultural level of the majority of Chinese
visiting Primorskii Krai was very low . . . Chinese citizens do not exert
any positive cultural influence on the life of the region.’’34

The mixed images above, along with other factors such as China’s
growing economic and military potential as well as sharp contradictions
in the two states’ relations in the recent past, produce both growing re-
spect for China as a state and worsening attitudes towards its citizens.
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Thirty-four per cent of the respondents in the 2003 poll said that their
attitudes towards China had improved over the previous 10 years, and
only 9 per cent admitted that their attitudes had worsened. Every fourth
respondent (23 per cent) said that his/her perception of the Chinese
people was worse than 10 years ago, and 15 per cent of the respondents
said that their perceptions had improved.35

The survey also brought out some cultural antagonisms towards the
Chinese in the Russian Far East. Every third respondent (34 per cent)
admitted that he/she felt like rejecting the Chinese while communicating
with them; another third (32 per cent) had never thought about it. About
29 per cent of the Russian respondents felt superior to the Chinese, but
every fourth respondent had not noticed this feeling. About 38–39 per
cent of the people tried to assure the interviewers and themselves that
they did not harbour such feelings towards the Chinese, although their
sincerity might be questioned. Numerous talks and interviews with peo-
ple of different levels of education and economic status, professional
qualification, age, social status and political view convinced the author
that rejection of the Chinese is fairly prevalent among them. Most Rus-
sian citizens can tolerate the Chinese working in their country and those
employed by Russians. However, some Russians would find it humiliat-
ing to work for Chinese. Even on Sakhalin Island, far removed from the
Russian–Chinese border, where only a few hundred Chinese are present,
the attitudes of the local population towards the Chinese are mostly neg-
ative, although people do not have grounds for talking about ‘‘Beijing ex-
pansion’’ or ‘‘Chinese penetration’’ into their region.

Most of the Chinese working in the Russian Far East do not find the
region very attractive and promising for long-term settlement. The unfav-
ourable atmosphere they experience is one of the main reasons why they
see their stay there as temporary. Thus ‘‘Chinatowns’’, seen in many
other parts of the world, have not emerged in the region. Nor do the
extant Chinese communities in the RFE serve as a magnet to all the
Chinese there. These communities are small in number and have limited
influence among the Chinese, but there are efforts under way to change
this. For example, the Khabarovsk Chinese Society tries to unite Chinese
in Khabarovsk. This organization was established in 1994 and includes
Chinese citizens of both the Russian Federation and the Peoples’ Repub-
lic of China.36

The Chinese in Vladivostok established the Union of Chinese and
Huaqiao (overseas Chinese). The group hosted a Great Patriotic War
celebration and a reception for war veterans on 9 May 2002.37 The
Chinese–Russian Industry and Commerce Union, founded in 2002,
unites and coordinates the activities of Chinese businessmen and traders
in the southern areas of the RFE. Its charter states that the organization’s
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major goals are ‘‘to protect the legal rights of its members through legal
means; to facilitate matching up of Chinese businessmen who perma-
nently reside in the Russian Far East and huaqiao with Russian business-
men; and to strengthen exchange and cooperation; to encourage business
development’’. The Union also works to establish mutual understanding
and dialogue between Chinese and Russian local authorities, public or-
ganizations and economic establishments and bodies; to stimulate trad-
ing, technical and economic cooperation between Chinese and Russian
regions; and to strengthen exchange and coordination between local soci-
eties. Finally, it seeks to contribute to the development of the local econ-
omy and society and to help Chinese businessmen and huaqiao to gen-
erate high incomes and improve their personal skills and abilities.38

However, Chinese students from Dalian and Harbin studying at Far
Eastern State University in Vladivostok informed this author that they
knew nothing about the activities of the Union. They do not have any
relationship with traders and businessmen or with the students of other
universities in the city.

The perception of China and the Chinese in the
Russian Far East

In the past decade, there were more Chinese visitors to the southern ter-
ritories of the Russian Far East than from any other country. Primorskii
Krai and Amur Oblast were the main destinations for Chinese, and con-
sequently experienced the greatest influence from China. In Primorye,
the Chinese constituted 70–75 per cent of foreigners visiting the territory
in 1996–2003. The percentage of Chinese who visited Amur Oblast each
year exceeded 99.9 per cent of all foreign visitors. Only 2 per cent of the
Primorskii Krai respondents to the 2003 survey mentioned earlier stated
that they had never interacted with a Chinese person. The remaining 98
per cent had interacted with Chinese, mainly in Russia. Hundreds of
thousands of Russian Far East residents had had opportunities to go to
China as tourists and shuttle traders.39 Most of them formed personal im-
ages of China, its people and its culture through the skewed prism of the
border cities they visited, such as Heihe, Suifenhe, Dongning and Harbin.
None of these cities could be said to provide a representative picture of
Chinese society. The largest part of the RFE’s population drew their im-
pressions of China from the local media, whose depiction of contempo-
rary China was unfavourable, full of anti-Chinese sentiments.

That skewed and often unflattering information about China helped to
create misunderstandings and suspicions, as well as enmity and sinopho-
bia. Many people in the Russian Far East also feared possible Chinese

CHINESE IN THE RFE: REGIONAL VIEWS 59



expansion into their territories. There is a strong perception in the RFE
that the Chinese are out to take advantage of the Russians, to steal from
them and perhaps to take over their territory. In spite of many official
statements from both sides that the border disputes between China and
Russia are basically resolved, many local residents continue to fear that
China will claim territories from Russia in the future.

There are two main reasons for these fears. The first is the huge demo-
graphic disparity along the border, including asymmetries in population
size and rates of employment. Second, the fears are based on the history
of the two countries’ territorial disputes and earlier Chinese statements
that the border treaties signed by them in the nineteenth century were
unfair.40 Weakened ties between the Russian Far East and the rest of
Russia, as well as lack of faith in Moscow’s willingness to protect and
fight for these territories, fuel the local population’s rekindled sense of a
‘‘yellow peril’’.

Although other sources of information based on deeper knowledge of
the subject, such as official statistics and some scientific analyses, disagree
with the existence of a ‘‘Chinese threat’’, their influence on the local pop-
ulation is not as strong as that of the alarmists. As a result, a substantial
part of the population of the southern frontier of the Russian Far East
agrees with the theme of the ‘‘Chinese threat’’ and accepts the possibility
of Chinese expansion into their territories.41 There is a general consen-
sus on the Russian side that the present-day ‘‘Chinese threat’’ is not
militaristic in nature but economic and political. Thus, many believe that
the best way to resist this threat is through the economic development of
the RFE. It should be noted, however, that the level of fear is different
in different territories of the region. People in Khabarovsk, several of
whose islands are under dispute with China, appear to be the most anx-
ious. The residents of Amur Oblast seem equally divided between opti-
mists and pessimists (see figure 2.4).

The aforementioned 2003 survey shows that only 20 per cent of the
population of Primorskii Krai estimated the number of Chinese to be
less than 5 per cent of the region’s population (i.e. less than 100,000
people).42 Every fifth interviewee stated that he/she had no idea of the
number of Chinese in their region. The remaining 60 per cent of the re-
spondents guessed the Chinese presence to be from 5 to 30 per cent,
without taking a moment to consider that these figures would imply that
several hundred thousand Chinese lived there.

A substantial part of the RFE’s population views China through the
prism of various real and perceived threats, such as ‘‘ethnic’’ and eco-
nomic aggression, political pressure and criminal activities. They take
this view instead of competing for the vast Chinese market and employ-
ing Chinese labour for regional industrial development and agriculture,
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which would improve their own well-being and prosperity. Anti-Chinese
sentiments are particularly extreme among the political and military elites
and the population along the Russian–Chinese border. Officially, people
call for Russian–Chinese friendship and use slogans prophesying the in-
evitability of collaboration, but in reality fear and disappointment rule
the hearts of a majority of politicians and ordinary citizens. Many of
them still harbour the old, ‘‘yellow peril’’ way of thinking.43 Also, the
perception of different categories of Chinese is not uniform. According to
the 2003 poll, a majority of respondents (83 per cent) in the Russian Far
East were against the illegal presence of Chinese in Russia, while three-
fourths of them welcomed tourists from China. Their attitudes towards
Chinese workers, businessmen and traders also varied (see figure 2.5).

Despite their opposition to a mass Chinese presence on Russian terri-
tory and their fear of ‘‘Chinese expansion’’, the local people are for the
most part interested in friendly relations with the Chinese and optimistic
about the future of Russia–China relations (see figure 2.6).

The majority of Russians living in the border regions evaluate the
prospects of Russian–Chinese relations as positive, although they are
concerned about Chinese migration, the RFE’s growing economic depen-
dence on China and unresolved territorial problems. However, the real
dangers – the continuing depopulation of the RFE, its industrial degrada-
tion and growing economic dependence on neighbouring countries, as
well as corruption and a generally unfavourable political climate – are
connected not to China’s policies but to the actions of Russia itself.
They are tied to the calculated and serious policies of the Russian gov-

Figure 2.4 Attitudes towards the idea of ‘‘Chinese expansion’’ in the Russian Far
East, summer 2003 (Sources: Victor Larin, ‘‘Kitaiskii factor v obschestvennom
soznanii rossiiskogo prigranichiya: srez 2003 goda’’ [‘‘Chinese factor in Russia’s
border regions public opinion: 2003 outlook’’], Far East Affairs 4, 2004, p. 77).
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ernment in the RFE and to its ability to develop and protect its Far East-
ern territories.

Conclusion

Its contiguity to China and the growing Chinese presence in Russia have
become very important factors in the ongoing social, political and eco-
nomic transformations of the Russian Far East. Since the beginning of
the 1990s, most residents of the RFE have perceived China as a threat

Figure 2.5 RFE residents’ attitudes towards different categories of Chinese
people in Russia, 2003 (Sources: Victor Larin, ‘‘Kitaiskii factor v obshestvennom
soznanii rossiiskogo prigranichya: srez 2003 goda’’ [‘‘Chinese factor in Russia’s
border regions public opinion: 2003 outlook’’], Far East Affairs 4, 2004, p. 78).

Figure 2.6 Future developments in Russia’s relations with Asia-Pacific countries:
Views of the southern RFE, summer 2003 (Sources: Victor Larin, ‘‘Kitaiskii fac-
tor v obshestvennom soznanii rossiiskogo prigranichiya: srez 2003 goda’’ [‘‘Chi-
nese factor in Russia’s border regions public opinion: 2003 outlook’’], Far East
Affairs 4, 2004, p. 79).
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to the national security, sovereignty and territorial integrity of their
country. This multifaceted threat perception has led to the absence of a
unified Russian strategy towards China, of an understanding of China’s
importance to Russia’s national interests and national security and of an
adequate migration policy in Russia. As a result, the regional perception
is that the Russian–Chinese border has been poorly regulated and inef-
fectively developed for nearly a decade. Beijing’s policy towards Russia
has been consistent with developments in the north-eastern provinces of
China, but Moscow’s policy has been out of harmony with the interests
and concerns of the Russian Far East.

A number of reasons mentioned in this analysis explain why the Chi-
nese issue in the RFE has developed such a strong and negative charac-
ter. First, there is a lack of reliable information on China’s foreign policy
(including its Russia policy). Second, there is great ignorance about
the number of Chinese in Russia and about what their interests there
are. The closed nature of Chinese communities in Russia and some legal
problems related to them (the illegal status and semi-legal entrepreneur-
ship of some of the Chinese, their involvement in illegal export-import
operations, the smuggling of natural resources and drugs, extortion, rob-
bery, murder and other criminal offences among them) also contribute
to the problem. Moscow’s unwillingness to pay enough attention to the
problems of the RFE has allowed the problem to worsen. Moreover,
some regional bureaucrats and politicians have tried to use the so-called
threat of Chinese expansion as a trump card in their political game with
the federal centre.

So far, Russia’s approach to Chinese migration to the RFE has been
based on the predominantly negative sentiments found in the region.
This approach is mostly restrictive and results in partly effective meas-
ures to regulate the presence of Chinese migrants. But at the same time,
such measures have invited corruption and produced strong anti-Chinese
feelings among the residents of the RFE. As a result, the Chinese do not
feel secure there. They are forced to live and act in a limited space in
order to protect their lives.

Although China is perceived as a possible threat to Russia’s national
integrity and the Chinese are viewed as a threat to the identity of Russian
society, Russians do not yet associate the Chinese presence in Russia
with a threat to their human security or their cultural identity. First and
foremost, Russians understand Chinese migration in terms of their own
current economic conditions and the future of the region.

There are at present very few applications by foreign labourers for
work in the Russian Far East. The minor scale and limited effectiveness
of foreign labour is determined by several factors. The region’s small and
declining population limits the size of the consumer market. The invest-
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ment climate is still unfavourable and industries continue to stagnate.
General anxiety over a rising China and a sense of vulnerability fuels
the prevailing negative attitudes towards the Chinese in Russia. It would
be naive to believe that the regional mood towards China and the Chi-
nese will change in the near future.

Although the authorities and businessmen understand that the local
labour supply is not sufficient to provide for regional economic develop-
ment and that they will have to employ labour from other territories (but
mainly from abroad), a fear of China’s domination causes them to take a
cautious approach with regard to foreign workers. Primorskii Krai’s gov-
ernor Sergei Darkin, in his message to the citizens of the territory on 24
April 2004, compared the consequences of employing foreign labour to
taking medicine and stated, ‘‘Both are useful in small amounts, but over-
dose can lead to death.’’44

It is quite evident that Russia needs a clear and consistent policy
towards China, one that is well coordinated between Moscow and the
RFE. Russia’s national migration policy needs to take into account the
specific character of its regions. Regional programmes must be developed
within the framework of national migration policy so that there is a clear
understanding of the power that the regional authorities have in dealing
with migration issues in their territories.
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Migration and economic security:
Chinese labour migrants in the
Russian Far East

Elizabeth Wishnick

Left on the sidelines of economic globalization and trailing behind other
regions in their respective countries, the Chinese Northeast (dongbei)
and the Russian Far East have turned instead to each other and sought
to develop regional economic cooperation. On the surface, dongbei ’s
underemployed labour force, cheap consumer products and need for nat-
ural resources would seem to be a good fit for the Russian Far East,
which is plagued by labour shortages, dependent on imported consumer
goods and blessed with abundant land, energy and mineral resources.
Nevertheless, the issue of Chinese migration to the RFE has proved to
be an intractable obstacle to the development of mutually beneficial re-
gional economic ties, despite the decade-long Sino-Russian partnership,
codified in the 16 July 2001 Treaty on Good-Neighborliness, Friendship
and Cooperation.

This chapter examines the relationship between migration and eco-
nomic security, focusing on the political, economic and social factors in-
ducing Chinese people’s migration to the Russian Far East and on Rus-
sian reactions to their presence. It is argued that inadequate economic
security in dongbei motivates Chinese traders to try to improve their cir-
cumstances by seeking temporary employment across the border. Resi-
dents in the Russian Far East, however, interpret the steps that Chinese
traders take to enhance their economic security as a threat to their
own economic security, creating an economic ‘‘security dilemma’’1 with
potentially adverse implications for Sino-Russian relations. This analysis
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attempts to identify the ‘‘push’’ and ‘‘pull’’ factors, i.e. the economic
security causes, of Chinese migration to Russia. It notes that the percep-
tion that Chinese migration flows put Russian jobs at risk, increase crime
and exacerbate an already bleak demographic picture for the shrinking
local Russian population has implications for Russian national security
and Sino-Russian bilateral relations.

Despite the rapid expansion of global and interregional labour
flows, nation-states still play an important role in regulating migration,
particularly as global governance in this area is relatively undeveloped.2
Typically, receiving states seek to limit migration, but this is very diffi-
cult, because for regulation to be effective, it needs to be combined with
their national labour policy.3 Communities have different reactions to
migrant labour flows: some may seek to regularize illegal migration in
order to minimize associated social problems; others opt for punitive
measures so as to deter would-be illegals from entering and competing
with locals for jobs.4 Although migrants may create jobs, by opening
new businesses for example, recipient communities may perceive the
newcomers as a threat to their livelihoods. Sending states, on the other
hand, focus on increasing access to employment opportunities and the
rights of migrant workers, especially family reunification. Thus migration
may raise economic security concerns for both sending and receiving
states.5

Economic security is a component of human security, a concept that
emerged from late Cold War-era debates about the interconnection be-
tween development and national security. The 1994 Human Develop-
ment Program of the United Nations Development Program elaborated
a broad conception of human security, including economic security (basic
income), food security (access to food), health security (freedom from
disease), environmental security (a non-degraded ecosystem), personal
security (protection from physical violence and threats), community secu-
rity (ability to pursue one’s cultural identity) and political security (basic
rights and freedoms). Although the concept of human security has been
criticized for its excessive breadth, the main contribution of this approach
has been to highlight the importance of the security of people and to
shift the level of analysis in security studies from the nation-state to the
individual.6

Despite the efforts of political scientists to create distinct analytical cat-
egories, some phenomena, such as migration flows, defy neat categoriza-
tion. Migration may adversely affect the security of individuals (both of
migrants and of individuals in receiving states), communities (migrants’
home communities and host societies) and states (through conflict be-
tween the migrants’ home country and the host country).7
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Background: The history of Chinese economic migrants in
the Russian Far East

Concern about the economic security implications of Chinese migration
to the Russian Far East is far from new. Although the issue became a
flashpoint in regional relations right after the collapse of the USSR,
when visa-free travel between Russia and China was instituted between
1991 and 1993, Chinese migration has been a sore point in relations for
more than a century.

In the mid-nineteenth century, Chinese traders, workers and farmers
began playing an important role in the economy of the region now known
as the Russian Far East.8 Like today, Chinese migrants travelled north
for a variety of reasons. Some were fleeing economic hardship in Man-
churia; others saw opportunity in gathering resources such as ginseng,
sea cucumber and deer antlers in the Priamur guberniya (governor-
ship), established in 1884.9 As Priamur developed, the construction of
the trans-Siberian railway and the development of gold mining required
an influx of new workers, many of them from China.10

Merchants from Shandong were especially successful in establishing
trade and shipping networks throughout the Amur and Maritime dis-
tricts, part of which then was the Priamur governor-generalship.11 Chi-
nese traders shipped tea, flour and soybeans to Priamur, a key export
destination for north-eastern China. From 1911 to 1917, China exported
20 million pounds of soy and 37 million pounds of grain (more than 64
per cent of its total national grain production) via Vladivostok.12 Russia
began shipping seaweed to China, a new export for the RFE. Once the
trans-Siberian railway became operational, Russians and Chinese coop-
erated in an unusual form of transit trade. Owing to poor rail connections
in China, products from southern China were shipped by sea to ports in
Priamur and then by rail to the Chinese border, from where they were
exported to north-eastern China.13

Nevertheless, officials in Russia’s eastern territories in the nineteenth
century were ambivalent about the region opening up to foreign trade.
Like today, these territories depended on foreign imports of food and
consumer products as a result of the unfavourable climate and the high
cost of shipping these goods from European Russia. For example, in the
late nineteenth century, flour from Odessa cost four times the price of
Chinese flour.14 But Russian officials were concerned that the sparseness
of the Russian population in the Far East and weak lines of communi-
cation would invite foreign control. Prior to the completion of the trans-
Siberian railway, it could take almost a year to travel from Moscow to
Vladivostok by land.

70 CROSSING NATIONAL BORDERS



Russia’s concern about the security of its Pacific borders served as a
rationale for expansion into Chinese territory. Taking advantage of
China’s weakness after its defeat in the Opium Wars, Russia gained the
Qing government’s acquiescence to the Treaty of Aigun (1858), accord-
ing to which the Russian empire extended its territory southwards to the
north bank of the Amur River, all the way to the Tatar Strait. In ex-
change for Russian assistance in accomplishing a withdrawal of British
and French forces from China, two years later the Chinese signed the
Treaty of Beijing (1860). This granted Russia control over the Primor’e
territory, from the Ussuri River to the Tumen River, thereby ending
Chinese access to the Sea of Japan.15 By allowing Manchu subjects resid-
ing north of the Amur and Ussuri rivers to remain and by providing for
a free-trade zone along the Amur River,16 these treaties codified the
existence of a Chinese diaspora within the Russian empire and opened
up new possibilities for economic cooperation along the Sino-Russian
border.

To forestall Russian expansion into Manchuria, the Chinese govern-
ment had accelerated Han settlement there in the latter half of the nine-
teenth century.17 St Petersburg in turn became worried about the demo-
graphic imbalance along the Sino-Russian border. The census of 1897
reported that there were 213,287 Russians living in the Amur and Mari-
time districts. During that year, 43,000 Chinese and 26,000 Koreans re-
sided in these districts and comprised 32 per cent of the population.18
Across the border there were 300 million Chinese, including 6 million
in neighbouring Manchuria.19

The changing demographic picture in the Russian Far East fed into
an underlying fear that the Chinese would seek to regain their lost
territories; but in St Petersburg, officials held fast to their conception
of Russia as a unitary state rather than a multinational federation.20
Tensions also erupted periodically between the Chinese residing in
Priamur and local officials over taxation issues. At the societal level,
resentment over the presence of the Chinese occasionally elicited racist
reactions and incidents, and concepts of a ‘‘yellow peril’’ emerged among
the population at large.21 Despite such problems, the importance of
labour from China and Korea for the regional economy enabled these
national populations to remain in the Russian Far East until Stalin’s
concern about the possibility of Russia’s infiltration by Japanese
spies led to the expulsion from the RFE in 1937 of some 19,000 of
the 25,000 Chinese and the exile of 135,000 of the 165,000 Koreans
to Central Asia.22 Chinese began appearing once again in the Khabar-
ovsk area as of 1950, although their entry into Vladivostok remained
prohibited.23
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Chinese labour migration to the Russian Far East:
Push and pull factors

Underdevelopment and underemployment

Russian concern about illegal Chinese immigration today is fuelled by a
perception of demographic pressure from China. The Russian Far East
constitutes 36.4 per cent of Russian territory and has a population of
6,680,000. Owing to the high cost of living and to underemployment, the
RFE had lost 7 per cent of its population by the mid-1990s. Although its
northern areas experienced the most substantial outflows, the population
of Primorskii Krai and Khabarovsk Krai declined by 1.5 per cent and 3.3
per cent respectively.24

Although the Chinese Northeast is less populated than central and
southern China, it has been disproportionately affected by adverse eco-
nomic trends. Its three provinces hold just 8 per cent of China’s popu-
lation (see table 3.1) but receive 22 per cent of the country’s poverty
relief.25 According to Hu Angang, a renowned Chinese economist, lay-
offs from state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in the north-eastern provinces
are nearly twice the national average of 18.3 per cent: 31.3 per cent in
Heilongjiang, 31.9 per cent in Jilin and 37.3 per cent in Liaoning.26 As
workers in SOEs account for more than 73 per cent of industrial labour
in dongbei, the region faces severe unemployment and underemploy-
ment problems.27 Moreover, food-producing regions such as Heilong-
jiang have been adversely affected by China’s entry into the World Trade
Organization (WTO), because the province’s main crop, soy, now faces
competition.28 But even before China joined the WTO, farmers had ex-
perienced continually diminishing revenues owing to falling prices for
their output, which had dropped by 22 per cent between 1997 and 2000,
and the burden of illegal taxes.29

With the number of new entrants into the urban workforce not peak-
ing until 2005, Zhang Zuoji, the Chinese Labour Minister, characterized
the employment situation in the Northeast as ‘‘very grim’’.30 It is quite

Table 3.1 Population of the Chinese Northeast, 2002

Province Population Natural growth rate (%)

Heilongjiang 38,130,000 2.54
Jilin 26,990,000 3.19
Liaoning 42,030,000 1.34
Total 107,150,000 –

Source: China Statistical Yearbook, Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2003, p. 98.
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difficult to find accurate unemployment statistics, because the available
ones measure the number of jobless but do not include the large number
of laid-off (xia gang) workers. Although still on the books, they are not
working and may not receive salaries or other benefits. Table 3.2 presents
the issue from the other direction: it compares the number of fully em-
ployed staff and workers in the three north-eastern capitals, Harbin,
Changchun and Shenyang. Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou are in-
cluded for comparative purposes in order to highlight the relatively lower
levels of full-time employment in dongbei.31

My July 2004 survey of 250 Chinese workers – in Harbin (40) and three
border cities in Heilongjiang Province: Suifenhe (90), Dongning (60) and
Heihe (60) – who work in the Russian Far East shows that unemploy-
ment is the primary factor motivating respondents to seek employment
there.32 (See table 3.3.)

Decreasing industrial employment opportunities in the Northeast and
inadequate government compensation have already led to large-scale

Table 3.2 Full-time employment in north-eastern Chinese provincial capitals
compared to other Chinese cities, 2002

City Total population (m)
Number of fully employed
staff and workers (m)

Beijing 11.36 4.35
Changchun 7.12 0.91
Guangzhou 7.20 1.70
Harbin 9.48 1.73
Shanghai 13.34 2.92
Shenyang 6.88 1.10

Source: China Statistical Yearbook, Beijing: China Statistics Press, 2003, pp. 390–
391.

Table 3.3 Reasons for Chinese workers to go to Russian Far East for work

Reason
Number of
respondents

Percentage of
respondents

I was unemployed 123 49.2
My work unit sent me there 54 21.6
I was looking for a better job 40 16.0
The standard of living is higher in Russia 13 5.2
To marry a Russian 7 2.8
To become a Russian citizen 4 1.6
To emigrate to a third country 4 1.6
To buy property in Russia 3 1.2
To become a permanent resident of Russia 2 0.8

Source: findings of author’s survey, July 2004.
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strikes. From March to April 2002, thousands of laid-off workers in three
north-eastern cities, Liaoyang (Liaoning Province), Daqing (Heilong-
jiang Province) and Fushun (Liaoning Province) took to the streets to
protest non-payment of wages and benefits.33 Recognizing the economic
situation as a threat to social stability, Chinese leaders now assert that
revitalizing the Northeast is a key priority. After the strikes, Premier of
the State Council Wen Jiabao visited Daqing and Fushun, and in early
2004 the Chinese leadership announced a new programme to rejuvenate
the north-eastern industrial base, which targets key sectors.34 As of this
writing (August 2004), it remains unclear what impact the new pro-
gramme will have on dongbei ’s substantial structural economic problems.

Opportunity

Chinese shuttle traders who work in the Russian Far East come for
the most part from the Northeast, primarily Heilongjiang Province.35
Workers in construction and the restaurant business as well as in trade
can earn significantly more money in the RFE than at home.36 By con-
trast to China’s minimum wage, which does not exceed 600 yuan per
month,37 most Chinese workers in the RFE report a much higher in-
come, with 37.2 per cent earning more than five times the Chinese mini-
mum and 14.4 per cent exceeding it by ten times. (See tables 3.4 and 3.5.)

Labour export

Chinese labour export (laowu shuchu) originated as a component of
the PRC’s development assistance for third world countries such as
Bangladesh and Tanzania.38 With the onset of economic reform in the
1980s, companies that obtained licences to work on projects overseas
were given the right to hire Chinese workers. There were 211 such firms
by 1992.39 Specialized labour-supply firms began to develop in the 1990s,
and there were 48 by 2001. Some of these firms are subordinate to the
Ministry of Economics and Trade and others are affiliated with provincial
labour ministries, but most are in the non-state sector. Many companies
integrate labour export with other business activities, such as construc-
tion.40 By 2001, more than 475,000 Chinese workers had participated in
labour export programmes since those opportunities had begun.41 Most
of those workers (approximately 400,000) were involved in projects oper-
ated by provincial authorities or non-state companies. China’s southern
provinces provide the largest number of workers for overseas projects.42
Nevertheless, workers from Heilongjiang Province account for 65 per
cent of Chinese contract labourers in the Russian Far East, with Jilin
Province making up 10–25 per cent. The rest come from Liaoning, Shan-
dong and Jiangxi provinces.43
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Chinese policy-makers view labour exchanges with other states as mu-
tually beneficial, but those countries’ fundamentally different approaches
to the use of foreign workers have hindered China’s labour cooperation
with them. Although Japan, South Korea and Russia all face varying de-
grees of worker shortages, they tend to have more closed immigration
policies, thereby limiting opportunities for China’s surplus workforce.44
For example, as a part of Sino-Russian discussions about Russia’s entry
into the WTO, China has urged Russian leaders to open the Russian
market completely to Chinese labour and service providers as a part of
its accession, a move that has met with opposition in Moscow.45

Moscow now allocates an annual number of foreign workers for each
region. For example, in 2004 Primorskii Krai was entitled to bring in
15,000 foreign workers, although its labour needs are much greater. De-
spite being one of the first Chinese provinces to start sending workers to
Russia (beginning in 1988), currently Heilongjiang Province sends just
3,000–5,000 workers each year. These are mostly farmers and workers

Table 3.4 Monthly salary of Chinese workers in Russian Far East, 2004

Monthly salary
(Chinese yuan)

Number of
respondents

Percentage of
respondents

Less than 1,000 9 3.6
1,000–2,999 91 36.4
3,000–4,999 93 37.2
5,000–7,999 17 6.8
8,000–9,999 1 0.4
More than 10,000 36 14.4
No answer 3 1.2

Source: findings of author’s survey, July 2004.

Table 3.5 Occupation of Chinese workers in Russian Far East, 2004

Occupation
Number of
respondents

Percentage of
respondents

Individual trader 119 47.6
Business person 39 15.6
Construction worker 34 13.6
Restaurant worker 21 8.4
Forestry worker 11 4.4
Official 10 4.0
Student 6 2.4
Farmer 2 0.8
Other 8 3.2

Source: findings of author’s survey, July 2004.
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in construction and forestry who are sent to participate in projects in
Amur Oblast, Khabarovsk Krai and Jewish Autonomous Oblast, although
smaller numbers also go to Chita Oblast and Krasnoyarsk Krai.46 Chi-
nese officials recognize that despite the need for foreign labour in the
Russian Far East, its areas often prefer to bring in labour from North
Korea, Vietnam and the CIS states.47

China’s labour export to Russia is relatively small, and constitutes less
than 3 per cent of its total labour export.48 For example, Heilongjiang
Province and Inner Mongolia saw their labour exports fall by an average
of 10 per cent between 1992 and 2001.49 Since 2001, the number of Chi-
nese contract workers sent to Russia has declined because of a rise in the
cost of obtaining the required permits. Moreover, in an effort to promote
regional cooperation, some Chinese companies are compromising with
Russian firms by acceding to their demands to use Russian labour and
technology instead of their Chinese equivalents.50

Although Chinese scholars assert that boosting Sino-Russian labour
cooperation would be mutually beneficial, they note that China’s export
of labour has many shortcomings that should be addressed. Problems
arise when inexperienced small firms send poorly trained workers to the
Russian Far East. Chinese scholars suggest that the two sides’ labour co-
operation would benefit from the involvement of larger, more established
Chinese firms, which could bring in competitive technology and highly
qualified workers. This would of course require greater communication
between Chinese and Russian firms regarding their labour and technol-
ogy needs.51 However, Chinese analysts acknowledge that it may be dif-
ficult to attract highly qualified workers for positions in Russia, because
they have better opportunities elsewhere.52

While admitting that there is much room for improvement on the
Chinese side, Chinese analysts complain about unscrupulous Russian
partners and the necessity of paying bribes to navigate through onerous
Russian administrative procedures.53 According to them, Chinese work-
ers often are paid in goods, which they take home to sell. But in order to
do so, these workers must first obtain an export permit and pay customs
duties, thereby increasing the cost and inconvenience to the Chinese
side.54 On the other hand, when they are paid in cash, they have diffi-
culty in repatriating the money and often resort to the black market.55

Tourism and trade

Since entering the WTO, China has been simplifying its border control
procedures, to harmonize them with international practice. Previously,
ordinary Chinese required an invitation from a foreign sponsor in order
to obtain a passport and then needed an exit permit for first-time travel.
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But now PRC citizens can apply to their local public security bureau
(gonganbu) for a private passport by presenting their identity card and
residence document. These passports can be used for five years, and pro-
vide greater mobility for Chinese citizens. Although easier access to pri-
vate passports may increase the opportunity for Chinese to overstay their
visas while overseas, the new process also provides an opportunity for the
public security bureau and the customs and border authorities to track
the movements of passport holders.56

In addition to loosening up the administrative requirements for pass-
port issuance to Chinese citizens, the Chinese government is trying to
make it easier for Russians to visit border trade zones on Chinese terri-
tory. Frustrated with the slow pace of cross-border cooperation, it ap-
pears to have changed tactics, and is now offering to pay for the infra-
structure necessary to boost trade. It has reportedly offered to finance
the entire cost of the bridge between Heihe and Blagoveshchensk,57 pro-
posed over a decade ago, and is planning to invest US$36 million to build
a 1,380 km rail link from Dalian to Pogranichnyi.58 On 16 January 2004,
the Chinese government declared the entire city of Heihe, the city across
the Amur River from Blagoveshchensk, to be a free-trade area, enabling
Russians to spend up to 30 days in the city without a visa and even to
purchase their own cars and real estate.59 Previously, visa-free travel
had been limited to Heihe Island on the Amur River, located between
Heihe city and Blagoveshchensk.

Despite the liberalization of China’s passport issuance and increased
opportunities for trade and travel in free-trade zones along the Sino-
Russian border, efforts to regulate cross-border activities have led to a
criminalization of legitimate business activity, while criminal activities
proceed unimpeded. Because of the time, cost and travel involved in ob-
taining a work visa, Chinese business people opt to travel as tourists to
Russia, thereby circumventing the visa requirement, as tourists travel
visa-free. Workers on contracts also complain that difficulties in obtaining
the necessary papers lead them to return to Russia many times on tourist
visas in order to complete projects.60

Business visas for Chinese citizens wishing to travel to Russia cost
700 yuan (US$84.50) for a regular, two-week processing and 1,200 yuan
(US$145) for a rush job. The only Russian consulate in the Chinese
Northeast is in Shenyang in Liaoning Province. A personal interview is
sometimes required, adding to the cost and inconvenience of the applica-
tion process. Participation in a tour group costs less, approximately 600–
700 yuan, and does not involve any onerous procedures.61 Respondents
to my July 2004 survey expressed a clear preference for this form of
travel: 40.8 per cent replied that they travelled with a tour group al-
though their purpose was business. Consequently, cross-border tourism
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has been expanding rapidly, a testimony to the growth of cross-border
trade, because few of the participants are actually engaging in tourism.
According to figures from the Heilongjiang provincial government, in
2002 there were 630,000 border crossings by tourists travelling from Hei-
longjiang Province to Russia (mainly to the Russian Far East), a 21 per
cent increase over 2001. In 2003, there was a decline in these crossings,
to 568,626.62 Chinese tourists from Heilongjiang Province accounted for
160,000 of the 630,000 crossings in 2002, or 25.3 per cent of the total.63

Russia and China have never signed an agreement on promoting tour-
ism, so that major travel agencies in Beijing are unable to advertise
tours for legitimate tourists.64 Only border tourism is promoted, enabling
travel agencies in the border posts of dongbei to organize group travel to
the Russian Far East. Some of these tour groups are sex tours housing
Chinese male tourists in brothels in cities in the RFE, a practice involving
the cooperation of Chinese tour organizers with Russian prostitution
rings. Similar arrangements are reportedly available for Russian tourists
in China. Although purchasing the services of a prostitute is illegal in
China, Chinese authorities turn a blind eye to these tours, and typically
neither the organizers nor the participants on the tours are prosecuted
on either the Chinese or the Russian side. Ironically, legitimate business
people are obliged to circumvent visa rules in order to carry out legal ac-
tivities by posing as tourists while sex tourism flourishes without restric-
tion, despite being illegal.

Inadequate regulation and corruption

The misuse of tourist status has led in turn to a strengthening of restric-
tions on tourism between Russia and China. Tourists are limited to a 30-
day stay and are restricted to cities specified in the tour agenda. Tour
group leaders retain the passports of all group members and must pres-
ent a list of all participants to Russian customs. If any tourist fails to
return with the rest of the group, then Russian customs fine the tour
organizer 5,000 roubles and the company risks losing its right to engage
in border tourism.65 As in the case of Chinese tour groups to Southeast
Asia, organizers who are concerned about tourists failing to return to
China may charge a ‘‘deposit’’ of 15,000 yuan (US$1,811), to be repaid
upon return to China.66

According to a former official in the Chinese consulate in Khabar-
ovsk,67 Russia’s enforcement of the time limits for Chinese travellers
is lax. Instead of requiring Chinese who overstay to leave Russia immedi-
ately, local officials demand regular ‘‘payments’’, thereby creating a mu-
tually beneficial criminal situation: Chinese are allowed to remain be-
yond their allowed time limit and Russian officials are provided with a
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regular illegal income. Chinese visitors who travel to Russia legally also
complain of being harassed by Russian authorities, taken to the police
station to show their documents and charged ‘‘fees’’ as high as 500 rou-
bles to be left alone, even if they hold valid passports and visas.68

According to one tour group official, although in principle Chinese
tour groups are fined for failing to bring back the original number of
tourists, in practice the penalties incurred depend on the relationship be-
tween the tour group organizer and the Russian and Chinese authorities.
This would explain why Russian officials claim that 99 per cent of foreign
tourists (the majority of whom come from China) now return within their
allowable time frame while continuing to warn about the threat posed by
illegal Chinese migrants.69

Chinese labour migration in perspective

Chinese policy-makers have taken steps to encourage legal labour ex-
changes, but consistently deny Russian allegations that China is pro-
moting illegal migration. During Jiang Zemin’s first visit to Moscow, in
September 1994, he defended China’s policies in the border regions and
expressed the hope that Russia ‘‘would protect the legitimate rights and
interests of Chinese citizens who are engaged in normal trade and other
activities’’. The Chinese leader stated his opposition to illegal migration
and attributed concern over the issue to inadequate preparation by both
sides for the opening of the border.70 Jiang noted that he and President
Boris Yeltsin had agreed to continue to develop regional cooperation de-
spite these problems ‘‘rather than [to give] up eating for fear of choking,
as the Chinese saying goes’’.71

The issue of Chinese migration to the Russian Far East has remained
on the bilateral agenda, although both Russian and Chinese leaders have
done their best to minimize its impact. The 16 July 2001 Sino-Russian
Treaty of Friendship, Good-Neighborliness and Cooperation commits
both parties to create an atmosphere of trust and cooperation in the bor-
der regions and to cooperate in combating illegal immigration.72 In a 23
March 2004 article in Izvestiya, Sergei Prikhod’ko, the Russian presi-
dent’s deputy chief of administration, stated that there are no more than
150,000 to 200,000 Chinese living in Russia on a permanent basis and that
the most recent census found an even smaller number – 35,000. He stated
unequivocally that ‘‘there is no basis for saying that the government
of the PRC ‘promotes’ its citizens to resettle in Russia, especially not
illegally’’.73

A key question in understanding Chinese labour migration to the
Russian Far East is, what is its overall purpose? Do Chinese economic

CHINESE LABOUR MIGRANTS IN THE RFE 79



migrants intend to settle permanently in Russia, as many Russians fear,
or do they plan to stay temporarily in the RFE and then return home to
their families in China?

Until the mid-1990s, the Chinese government distinguished between
Chinese nationals living abroad (huaqiao, or sojourners) and ethnic Chi-
nese with permanent residence rights or foreign nationality (huaren, or
people of Chinese descent).74 The huaqiao, by maintaining ties with their
home villages, became key links in migration chains, facilitating the mi-
gration of their compatriots.75 Whether or not they became huaren de-
pended on the citizenship rules of the host country as well as their pros-
pects back in China should they have chosen to return. For the millions
who settled in Southeast Asia prior to 1950, for example, return was not
an option, despite pervasive discrimination, because the PRC govern-
ment treated returnees harshly during the Cultural Revolution.

Since the mid-1990s, the Chinese government has referred to all Chi-
nese who have left the country as xin yimin (new migrants), without
making distinctions based on their citizenship.76 The blurring of these
distinctions reflects an increased effort by officials responsible for foreign
economic relations to reach out to overseas Chinese investors, whom
they see as an important potential source of investment in high-tech
industries. Some provinces promise the xin yimin special investment
privileges, and their children may benefit from a special quota in the
highly competitive university admissions process.77 The xin yimin are
also encouraged to return home, and many do so given the right job
opportunities.

All the same, Chinese scholars object to using the term ‘‘migrants’’
( yimin) to refer to Chinese working in the Russian Far East. They typi-
cally refer to these workers as overseas workers (waipai laowu). Regard-
ing the intentions of Chinese working in Russia, my July 2004 survey
shows that family ties and attachment to China are significant factors for
a majority of these workers. Previous surveys of Chinese showed a popu-
lation interested in putting down roots in Russia,78 but these respondents
were Chinese residing in Russia; they represent the views of a minority of
Chinese workers, most of whom return home. According to my July 2004
survey of Chinese workers in Heilongjiang Province, a majority (61.2
per cent) claim that they have successfully integrated their Russian work
experience into their lives in China, as table 3.6 demonstrates.

A majority of respondents were married but were unaccompanied by
family members, especially children, who typically remain in China.79
When asked why they returned to China, 32 per cent complained of too
much competition from other Chinese in their industry and 22.8 per cent
mentioned completion of their project or contract. These results show
a working population temporarily residing in Russia for work purposes
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but retaining family and cultural ties with China. Moreover, they suggest
that properly enforced contracts help to ensure that temporary workers
will return to China once their projects are completed.

Despite efforts by both Russian and Chinese officials to downplay the
migration problem in Sino-Russian regional and bilateral relations, many
Russian analysts continue to assert that as a reflection of its great power
aspirations, the Chinese government’s migration policy is directed to-
wards resettling the Russian Far East and integrating it within the Chi-
nese economy.80 Viewing the behaviour of others ‘‘as more centralized,
planned, and coordinated than it is’’ is a common misperception, as Rob-
ert Jervis noted in his study of perceptions in international politics.81
Indeed, Beijing’s lack of a national migration policy has made it more
difficult for the central authorities to regulate provincial-level efforts to
promote the export of labour.

Although the Chinese government maintains contact with overseas
Chinese worldwide through a variety of associations as well as through
embassies and consulates, these are largely devoted to generating trade
and investment among the xin yimin communities.82 However, after the
Chinese leadership’s brutal crackdown on peaceful demonstrators in Tian-
anmen Square in June 1989 resulted in sanctions by Western countries
and demonstrations by overseas Chinese residing there, the Chinese gov-
ernment sought to win back the political support of the overseas Chinese.
It also endeavoured to mobilize them in support of Beijing’s position on
various foreign policy issues, for example to participate in protests
against NATO’s bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999.

It is the provincial governments in dongbei that have been promoting
labour cooperation with the Russian Far East. This has not always
proceeded smoothly, particularly in the early and mid-1990s when Hei-

Table 3.6 Influence of Chinese workers’ experience in RFE on their life in China

Influence
Number of
respondents

Percentage of
respondents

I learned to appreciate my life
in China more

92 36.8

My experience in Russia had
limited impact on my life in China

82 32.8

I gained valuable experience
for my job/studies

61 24.4

I found it difficult to readjust
to life in China

13 5.2

No answer 2 0.8

Source: Findings of author’s survey, July 2004.
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longjiang officials were subject to Beijing’s wrath for lax supervision
of cross-border trade.83 At the provincial level, push factors such as
underemployment create incentives for officials to expand labour export
opportunities, by organizing official exchanges or supporting the activities
of non-state labour export agencies. Provincial officials benefit economi-
cally more directly from such exchanges, in contrast to national policy to-
wards migration, which is more opportunistic, seeking to use labour cooper-
ation as a way of boosting Sino-Russian economic relations. Nevertheless,
in the past decade Beijing’s main policy interest, as is generally true of
central governments in labour exporting countries, has been to minimize
the political fallout from Russian criticism of Chinese migration.84

Russian perceptions of Chinese migrants

As the RFE was reopened to regional economic cooperation with Rus-
sia’s Northeast Asian neighbours in the 1990s, the migration of Asian
populations to its territories once again became an important matter for
national and regional officials. However, integrating the Russian Far East
into the Asian economy has turned out to involve a delicate balancing
act. Although openness is necessary to encourage trans-border economic
flows, the unintended consequences of these exchanges, such as increased
migration, require greater regulation, which could stifle regional eco-
nomic cooperation.

Since the mid-1990s, Chinese migration to the Russian Far East has be-
come a controversial issue in centre–region relations in Russia and China
alike, as well as in Sino-Russian bilateral and regional relations. Unlike
their colleagues in Moscow, who have made the Sino-Russian partner-
ship a priority, officials in the RFE currently view China as Russia’s
main competitor in the short term and as a potential threat in the long
term. Divergent priorities, assessments of the regional balance of power
and understandings of the costs and benefits of cooperation are at the
root of differences in views in Moscow and the RFE.

Complementary economies and regional economic cooperation

Officials in the RFE believe that Russian and Chinese policy-makers
overstate the potential for economic cooperation with China. Although
initially, in 1992 and 1993, the Russian border areas showed enthusiasm
for trade with China, this was more a reflection of the collapse of the
Russian economy and the dependence of the Russian Far East on im-
ported low-cost consumer goods and food products now that they could
no longer be purchased from European Russia at affordable prices.
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Policy-makers in Moscow and Beijing like to emphasize the economic
complementarities underlying economic cooperation between their two
countries. But to officials in the Russian Far East, these are political
anathema.85 The Russian border areas are not very interested in taking
advantage of China’s main asset, an unlimited supply of cheap labour,
owing to concern about illegal migration and the dwindling Russian pop-
ulation in the RFE. Politicians there especially resent the role of their re-
gion as resource supplier to Asian states, and hope to secure investment
capital to develop processing industries. China, which has its own pro-
cessing industries, has little interest in facilitating the growth of this sec-
tor in Russia. Nor has it made significant investments in the RFE, with
the exception of short-term trade ventures and the service sector.

As the market in the Russian Far East has become more differentiated,
consumers have expressed a preference for higher-quality goods from
South Korea, Japan and the United States. The August 1998 Russian
financial crisis raised the cost of imports from those countries and led
Russian consumers to turn once again to more reasonably priced Chinese
goods. Nonetheless, officials in the RFE continue to see their economic
future as linked to their ability to expand economic relations with those
countries, which have the investment capital that the region desperately
needs.86

Border relations and perceptions of the regional balance of power

More than economic strategy is at stake in the divergence of views about
China in Moscow and the RFE. Their respective policy-makers also have
very different views about the regional balance of power. For politicians in
Moscow, the strategic partnership with China provides a respite against
Western pressure, ensures a peaceful border and provides a rationale
for substantial arms sales. In the Russian Far East, on the other hand,
China represents the main potential threat to areas weakened by eco-
nomic decline and population outflow.

Although policy-makers in Moscow still focus on Russia’s standing vis-
à-vis the West, the long-term impact of a rising China worries regional
officials. And even though the ‘‘rise’’ of China is often overstated and
the Chinese regions across the border actually share many of the same
structural impediments to reform that are present in the RFE, regional
officials still fear that an increasingly prosperous and populous neighbour
with unclear intentions will overshadow it.

For this reason, policy-makers in Moscow and the Russian Far East
perceive the consequences of cooperation with China quite differently.
In Moscow, the Putin administration stresses the mutually beneficial po-
litical and economic results of partnership. And as national policy-makers
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emphasize the absolute gains of Sino-Russian cooperation, so regional
leaders see only relative gains: China’s gain inevitably will be Russia’s
loss.87 This logic has posed obstacles to regional cooperation projects
such as the Tumen River Area Development Program (and to some ex-
tent the inter-Korean railway project), as regional officials have opposed
any region-wide infrastructure projects with potential benefits for China.
In their view, even if Russia also benefited, the incremental gains for
China would offset any gain for the RFE and put it at a disadvantage in
economic competition with an even stronger neighbour. Consequently,
even though officials in the RFE recognize the necessity of cooperating
with China, they express a distinct preference for expanding cooperation
with the United States, Japan and the Koreas.

As Victor Larin shows in chapter 2 of this volume, there is widespread
fear among communities in the RFE about negative consequences of
Chinese immigration for their economic well-being. However, by high-
lighting that Russian cities with high unemployment rates tend not to
attract significant numbers of foreign migrants, Vilya Gelbras demon-
strates that Russian concern about competition for jobs from Chinese
workers is largely unfounded.88 Perceptions in the RFE of the detri-
mental impact of Chinese migrants on the region’s economic security
may depend less on the general economic situation there and reflect
more communities’ assessments of the net gains or losses incurred by
the activities of Chinese in their locality or the degree to which local
leaders and media have succeeded in portraying the Chinese migration
problem as a security threat (i.e. in ‘‘securitizing’’ the Chinese presence).89

China and Russia’s migration policy

Many Russians fear that Chinese workers will entrench themselves in
Russian society by buying property and marrying local women, thereby
retaking Chinese territory lost to the Russian tsars in the nineteenth
century by ‘‘peaceful expansion’’. This raises the question of the Russian
government’s ability to control its extended peripheries and regulate pop-
ulation flows across its lengthy border with China. Does Russia in fact
have control? Does Chinese migration occur because of forces that can-
not be regulated or because of Russian policies? Russia’s role in regulat-
ing Chinese migration is at issue here.90 How Russian policy-makers
address the problem depends on their appreciation of the Sino-Russian
balance of power, global economic forces, the interplay of regional and
national migration policies, and cultural factors.

Political realist explanations argue that 1) migration policy is a matter
of state security and that potential host countries such as Russia will open
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their borders if it is in their national interest to do so. They contend that
2) the distribution of power in the international system and the relative
position of states will affect the dynamics of migration.91 At the root of
some Russian anxieties about Chinese migration is the potential asym-
metry in the Russian–Chinese balance of economic power as China con-
tinues to boom economically while continued Russian economic growth
appears less secure. Nevertheless, it is the economic weakness of the
north-eastern regions of China, where migrants originate, that prompts
them to seek opportunities in Russia.

Scholars who study globalization see a contradiction between the trend
in most states towards lifting controls on flows of capital, information and
services while strictly controlling national borders to limit migration.92
According to Nestor Rodriguez, migration flows challenge the relevance
of national boundaries. Using the United States–Mexico border as an
example, Rodriguez describes a process of ‘‘autonomous international
migration’’, the development of migration networks that make national
boundaries irrelevant. Motivated by economic survival, Mexican workers
and peasants form extra-legal transnational networks facilitating migra-
tion. Thanks to progress in telecommunications, members of transna-
tional communities maintain constant contact with their former homes.93
It is the development of Chinese networks of this kind in Russia that
increasingly concerns Russian observers, although this is not a phenom-
enon unique to Russia.94 For centuries, overseas Chinese have formed
similar communities worldwide, particularly where their presence has met
with hostility.95

It is true that the formation of transnational networks of migrant com-
munities facilitates migration by reducing its costs (providing a hospitable
environment for newcomers, financial support, information etc.). Also,
the easing of travel restrictions within and from China makes it easier
for migrants to leave their home communities. Nevertheless, other condi-
tions must be present for migration to Russia to occur: 1) employers must
be willing to hire migrants or to persuade the authorities to tolerate the
presence of the Chinese; 2) historic ties must predispose Russia to allow
Chinese to settle in the RFE; and 3) Russia must allow the families of
Chinese migrants to join them.96 The first condition is easily satisfied:
many employers in the Russian Far East will hire Chinese. But historical
patterns of Chinese settlement in the RFE serve as a disincentive for re-
gional political leaders, who fear a loss of sovereignty to China, to allow
migrants to establish residence. They are unlikely to encourage family
reunification because that would be tantamount to promoting Chinese re-
settlement in the Russian border areas.

The impact of Chinese migrants on the RFE economy is not the only
consideration for regional policy-makers, however. According to Myron
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Weiner, security and stability considerations may become paramount in
determining how a state deals with migration. He notes that the admis-
sion of migrants into a community may be perceived as a threat to na-
tional security if the host perceives the newcomers as violating existing
norms or threatening cultural values.97 For the underpopulated Russian
Far East, isolated from Asian communities for more than 50 years but
situated on China’s northern border, the formation of Chinese migrant
communities is perceived as a threat to its Russian identity. Nevertheless,
as Saskia Sassen concludes from her historical research, migrations can-
not be likened to invasions because they are rooted in economic, political
and social systems that limit the flow of migrants, even when border con-
trols are inadequate, as was the case in nineteenth-century Europe.98

The economic security dilemma in China–Russia regional
relations: Policy recommendations

The economic security dilemma that has arisen regarding Chinese mi-
gration to the Russian Far East has proved to be intractable because
its resolution is contingent upon the independent actions of Russian
and Chinese authorities to address domestic problems, such as regional
underdevelopment and corruption. Both the Chinese and Russian gov-
ernments have outlined plans to revitalize their ailing border regions,
but rapid progress is unlikely given the structural economic problems in
the RFE and the Chinese Northeast. Moreover, at present neither the
Russian government nor the Chinese government is giving high priority
to funding the development of these border regions, making it likely
that factors promoting Chinese migration and Russian hostility to it will
persist in the near future. All the same, the Chinese and Russian central
authorities could do more to improve the administration of cross-border
labour exchanges so as to reduce tensions and expand mutually beneficial
regional economic cooperation.

First, the Chinese government should develop a national labour export
policy with standards for participating firms and workers. Generally, the
resolution of a security dilemma involves accentuating defensive actions
and reducing behaviour that can be seen as offensive. For Chinese
policy-makers, this would involve further efforts to regulate cross-border
interaction. Ironically, although Russians allege that the Chinese author-
ities have a migration policy aimed at resettling the Russian Far East, the
problem is exactly the opposite: China lacks a national labour export
policy. Decentralization to the provincial level of responsibility for la-
bour export enables small, poorly qualified firms to provide inadequately
trained contract labourers to the RFE. National guidance regarding stan-
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dards for labour export would improve administration and the quality of
workers sent abroad, thereby reducing some of the problems associated
with contract labour.

Second, instead of focusing exclusively on restricting entry, the Russian
and Chinese governments should work together to facilitate legal travel.
According to Chinese analysts, the absence of a Russian migration policy
is at fault. The Putin government has tried to take steps to address the
issue. Since May 2002, the Ministry of the Interior has been given respon-
sibility for migration issues, with the Federal Migration Service now inte-
grated within it. According to new legislation that came into force on
1 November 2002, a quota of approximately 500,000 foreign migrant
workers will be set annually, and these workers will be awarded special
permits, in this way instituting a system similar to the admittedly imper-
fect American ‘‘green card’’.

If successful, the new Russian migration permits will improve the infor-
mation available regarding the number of Chinese migrants working in
Russia and reduce fears about massive migration, although the Deputy
Interior Minister conceded that the quota figure would not cover those
Chinese registered in Russia prior to the new regime.99 The Ministry is
trying to reduce the opportunity for bribe taking (by requiring that half
the foreign migrant’s permit stub be numbered and left with the author-
ities), but proper enforcement will still be necessary. Although it expects
to weed out illegal migrants over time by establishing who lacks a proper
permit, this process still provides ample opportunity for bribery and cir-
cumvention.

The Russian government’s emphasis on restricting the entry of Chinese
migrants, despite the Russian Far East’s growing need for labour, creates
incentives for illegal behaviour on both sides of the border. The Russian
and Chinese governments should work together to simplify procedures
for business travellers so that Chinese seeking to work in Russia can do
so legally. This would involve expanding the number of cities in the
Chinese Northeast and the RFE where a business visa could be applied
for and also reducing fees and processing time. These measures would
ensure that only legitimate sightseers would have access to visa-free tour-
ist travel. They would contribute greatly to the reduction of corruption
on both sides because there would be fewer incentives to travel illegally
or under a false pretext.
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Part III

Russian, Chinese and Korean
communities in Japan





4

The Russian presence in
contemporary Japan: Case studies
in Hokkaido and Niigata

Tsuneo Akaha and Anna Vassilieva

Introduction

Globalization is challenging societies around the world, along with tech-
nological revolutions and population and demographic changes. Japan
and its Northeast Asian neighbours are no exception. Japan is well
equipped to adapt to technological revolutions. In fact, as the world’s
second-largest economy, it is a principal source of technology-induced
changes worldwide. There is serious concern, however, about its ability
to adjust to population and demographic changes domestically and in
neighbouring countries. A fast-ageing population and an influx of foreign
migrants into Japan are forcing the Japanese to redefine their identity
and their relationship with the growing number of non-Japanese mem-
bers of their communities. This is a formidable task, as the Japanese are
accustomed to viewing themselves as a homogeneous people.

Japan is in the middle of a debate over how widely it should open its
doors to foreigners seeking opportunities there. Some Japanese argue
that the country’s rapidly greying population, which is at a near-zero
growth rate, and the consequent labour shortages in some sectors will
severely limit its future economic growth. They maintain, therefore, that
Japan must open its job market more widely to foreign workers, includ-
ing unskilled labourers who are currently not allowed to work in the
country. Others advocate that Japan should maintain its current restrict-
ive immigration policy in order to protect its assumed ethnic homoge-
neity and its long-cherished social order, even if such a policy may mean
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reducing the country’s global economic profile.1 Even though the Japa-
nese government’s official policy is designed to control the import of for-
eign labour, private companies and the government itself often violate
the principles upon which the restrictive policy is based.2 Although the
Japanese as a whole are increasingly accepting of foreigners in their
country, there is evidence that their respect for the basic rights of aliens
may be waning.3 The dilemmas presented by the influx of foreign nation-
als, with their own cultural identities and social customs, are challenging
the sakoku (national seclusion) mentality of the Japanese people and
stimulating the age-old debate, known as Nihonjinron, on what it is to
be Japanese.4 The outcome of the national discussion is far from certain.5

Increasing numbers of foreign nationals are entering Japan and more
and more Japanese are going overseas, raising the spectre of a third kai-
koku (opening of the country) in Japan’s modern history.6 The number
of foreigners coming to Japan has nearly doubled since the end of the
1980s – from 2,985,764 in 1989 to 5,771,975 in 2002.7 Arguably, the most
‘‘foreign’’ of all foreign ethnic communities in contemporary Japan are
the Russians, most of whom have come since the end of the Cold War.
They are a relatively small presence in the country, particularly in com-
parison with South Korean, Chinese and other Asian nationals. As such,
their presence has not attracted serious academic attention.8 However,
the Russian presence is quite significant in present-day Japan. In fact,
Russian residents represent the largest of the European communities in
Hokkaido Prefecture and the city of Niigata in north-western Honshu.

There are several reasons why our study of Russians in contemporary
Japan is both important and timely. First, as noted, they represent a fairly
recent presence, catching many host communities unprepared and caus-
ing some social and cultural friction. Second, there are for the most part
no serious studies of Russians in contemporary Japan, although there
are some fine studies about them in nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Japan.9 Third, Russians are absent from contemporary discourse
on Japanese immigration policy and minority communities in the coun-
try. Virtually all studies of immigration to Japan place the Russians into
the undifferentiated category of ‘‘others’’ and focus instead on larger
ethnic groups, such as Koreans, Chinese, Japanese Brazilians and Filipi-
nos.10 Fourth, the wide cultural gap between Japanese and Russians
poses interesting questions about social accommodation and cultural as-
similation in Japan. We are reminded that Japan’s uneasy and at times
violent encounters with Russians in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries did much to awaken Japanese nationalism and contributed to
the consolidation of its national identity.11

In the post-war era, the Cold War hostility between East and West and
the United States–Japan security alliance against the Soviet Union solidi-
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fied Japanese people’s antipathy towards their northern neighbour.12
The vast majority of Japanese have never met Russians; but they stub-
bornly maintained negative views of Russians throughout the Cold War,
and their unfavourable views remain largely unchanged to this day.13
Less known, at least in Japan, is the fact that a majority of contemporary
Russians hold favourable views of Japan.14

What is the impact of the growing Russian presence in Japan on the
Japanese public’s views of Russia and Russians? What opportunities and
problems do the Russians in Japan present in those communities where
their presence is visible? How do the Russian residents evaluate their ex-
perience of living in Japan? Do they encounter serious ethnic, cultural or
social problems? What steps might be taken to solve the problems that
Russian–Japanese interactions may be creating?

We shall examine the above questions through case studies in Hok-
kaido and Niigata prefectures. These prefectures present particularly in-
teresting cases because of the significance their leaders attach to their ties
to Russia. The study uses mainly three sources of information. First, we
use publications and statistics supplied by prefecture and city administra-
tions that inform us about the two prefectures’ ties to Russia. Second, we
conducted surveys of Japanese and Russian residents in Sapporo in 2001
and 2003, in Wakkanai in 2001, in Nemuro in 2003 and in Niigata City in
2001 and 2003,15 and they provide valuable information on the percep-
tions of Russian and Japanese residents of each other. Although the
survey samples are not large and are by no means representative of the
entire local citizenry, they do allow us to canvass the range of views that
exist in the communities. Many of the views expressed in these surveys
are corroborated by a series of interviews we conducted in Niigata City
in 2001 and several cities in Hokkaido in 2001 and 2003.16 These inter-
views constitute the third source of information employed in this study.

Before we discuss our findings from the surveys and interviews in Hok-
kaido and Niigata, we shall take a brief look at national statistics. They
indicate the level of the Russian presence in Japan and how it compares
with the presence of other foreign nationals.

The growing Russian presence in Japan

Of the 5,771,975 foreign nationals who entered the country in 2002,
the largest number came from South Korea (1,472,096, or 25.5 per cent
of the total), followed by Chinese from Taiwan (Republic of China)
(909,654, or 15.8 per cent), Chinese from the People’s Republic of China
(527,796, or 9.1 per cent) and Filipinos (197,136, or 3.4 per cent). In com-
parison, far fewer Russian nationals (36,693, or 0.6 per cent) entered
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Japan.17 Nevertheless, the number of Russians coming to Japan has
steadily grown since the mid-1990s. (See table 4.1.)

What brings Russians to Japan? Government statistics show that ‘‘en-
tertainment’’ is by far the main purpose of longer-term Russian visitors
to Japan, with 5,068 Russians (nearly 16 per cent) entering Japan on an
entertainment visa in 2002.18 (See table 4.2.) Some criminal elements
inside and outside Japan are taking advantage of the rather loose defini-
tion of ‘‘entertainment’’19 and bringing into the country tens of thou-
sands of young women from around the world, including Russia, for the
lucrative business of ‘‘entertainment’’, including prostitution. This visa
category has contributed to human trafficking into Japan, and has come
under growing criticism by human rights organizations in the country
and the US State Department. In response to the mounting criticism, the
Japanese government has begun a review of the entertainment visa.20

Among the 25,124 temporary Russian visitors to Japan in 2002, the
largest segment (10,435 people) came as sightseers, followed by 9,978
who came on business and 2,472 who visited the country for cultural and
study activities (see table 4.3). The number of Russian tourists had nearly
doubled since 1999. The number of businessmen had also increased.
These numbers did not include the tens of thousands of Russians who,
then and now, visit various port cities in northern Japan on a special
landing permit while their ships are anchored in the ports.

In 2003, there were 6,734 Russian residents in the country, compared
with 613,791 Koreans (from both North Korea and South Korea), 462,396
Chinese and 185,237 Filipinos. Among the Europeans, the Russians con-
stituted the second-largest resident foreign community in Japan, after
British citizens (18,230).21 It is the long-term residents and short-term
visitors from Russia and their impact on local communities that we are
going to examine in the following analysis.

The Russian presence in Hokkaido and Niigata

Among the 47 prefectures of Japan, Hokkaido and Niigata are the sev-
enth and the fourteenth most populous respectively. Sapporo, the capital
city of Hokkaido, has a population of over 1.8 million people, making it
the fifth-largest city in Japan. Niigata City is Niigata Prefecture’s capital,
and has a population of around 530,000. Most Russians from Siberia and
the Russian Far East come to Hokkaido, Niigata and other northern
provinces of the country. By contrast, most Russians from the European
part of Russia look for opportunities in the culturally and economically
more vibrant metropolitan areas of the country, such as Tokyo, Yoko-
hama and Osaka.
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Foreign nationals residing in Japan for 90 days or longer are required
to register with the local administration. As of the end of 2003, there
were 444 Russians officially registered in Hokkaido, an increase of 21
from 2001 but a decrease of 3 from 2002. There were 278 Russians in
Niigata Prefecture in 2003, an increase of 29 from 2001 and an increase
of 59 from 2002.22 They represented 6.6 per cent and 4.1 per cent respec-
tively of the total number of Russians registered in Japan in 2003. The
Russians in Hokkaido constituted the third-largest Russian community
in Japan, after Tokyo (1,627) and Kanagawa (539). Niigata was the fifth
most popular place of residence for Russians in Japan. (See table 4.4.) As

Table 4.2 The number of new Russian visitors to Japan by purpose of entry, 2002

Total Diplomats
Government
officials Professors Artists Journalists

31,707 267 321 103 42 2

Business
investors/
managers

Researchers Instructors Engineers Specialists in
humanities/
international
services

Intra-firm
transfers

4 34 4 18 30 6

Entertainers Skilled
labourers

Cultural
activities

Temporary
visitorsa

College
students

Pre-college
students

5,068 23 90 25,124 152 24

Trainee Visiting
family

Designated
activitiesb

Dependants
of Japanese
nationals

Dependants
of permanent
residents

Long-term
residents

93 185 8 82 1 26

Source: Judicial System Department, Minister’s Secretariat, Ministry of Justice, ed., Annual
Report of Statistics on Legal Migrants, 2003, Tokyo: Kokuritsu Insatsukyoku, Tokyo, 2003,
pp. 54 and 57.
a See table 4.3 below for a breakdown of their activities.
b Includes working holidays and other activities.

Table 4.3 The number of new temporary Russian visitors in Japan, 2002

Total Sightseeing Business
Cultural,
study activities

Visiting
relatives Other

25,124 10,435 9,978 2,472 654 3,202

Source: Judicial System Department, Minister’s Secretariat, Ministry of Justice,
ed., Annual Report of Statistics on Legal Migrants, 2003, Tokyo: Kokuritsu Insat-
sukyoku, 2003, pp. 100–101.
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of the end of September 2001, there were 233 and 105 Russian nationals
registered as residents in the cities of Sapporo and Niigata respectively.23

The number of Russian citizens registered in Hokkaido is rising stead-
ily, as shown by table 4.5. They represented about 2.5 per cent of all
foreign citizens (17,852) registered in the prefecture in 2003. They were
surpassed by four other groups: Chinese (6,056), Koreans (5,687), Filipi-
nos (1,021) and US citizens (936).24 The Russians were the largest group
among the Europeans in Hokkaido.

Because of the nature of the special landing permit, not one of the tens
of thousands of Russians coming ashore at the small northern ports of the
country appears on the ‘‘radar screen’’ of the Japanese bureaucratic sys-
tem of border control.25 While their ships are at anchor, Russian visitors
go shopping and eating and otherwise spend time in nearby towns. In
2001, as many as 58,723 foreign nationals came to Wakkanai in north-
ern Hokkaido this way; 27,771 came to Otaru in western Hokkaido and
22,693 to Hanasaki, close to Nemuro in eastern Hokkaido. Most of these
foreigners were Russian.26 When the city officials presented statistics, we
were amazed to discover that in one year, more Russian citizens came to
Wakkanai than the entire population of the city.27 In addition, Wakkanai,
Nemuro and Otaru serve as entry and transit points for many Russians
(505 and 214 and 2,030 respectively in 2001) who go elsewhere in Japan.28

Local administrators are excited about Russians coming to their home-
towns. The growing number of Russian visitors to Hokkaido means in-
creasing economic benefits to the local communities. During the 1990s,
the number of Russian ships calling at Hokkaido ports increased twelve-
fold, from 731 in 1990 to 9,181 in 1999. This represented a doubling of
trade turnover, to 88.6 billion yen (US$738 million).29 Russian ships call
at local ports, bringing mainly marine and forestry products, and mem-
bers of Russian crews purchase used and new cars, office equipment,

Table 4.5 The number of Russians registered in Hokkaido, 1991–2003 (at year-
end)

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

54 126 190 217 272 332 345 352 440 475 423 447 444

Sources: Hokkaido Somubu Chijishitsu Kokusaika, ed., Hokkaido no Kokusaika
no Genjo [The present situation of Hokkaido’s internationalization], Sapporo:
Hokkaido Somubu Chijishitsu Kokusaika, 2001, p. 78; Judicial System Depart-
ment, Minister’s Secretariat, Ministry of Justice, ed., Annual Report of Statistics
on Legal Migrants, 2002, Tokyo: Zaimusho Insatsukyoku, Tokyo, 2002, p. 166;
Judicial System Department, Minister’s Secretariat, Ministry of Justice, ed., An-
nual Report of Statistics on Legal Migrants, 2003, Tokyo: Kokuritsu Insatsukyoku,
2003, p. 167; and Japan Immigration Association, Statistics on the Foreigners Reg-
istered in Japan, Tokyo: Japan Immigration Association, 2004, p. 53.
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household appliances, furniture, medicine and food. According to one es-
timate, Russian ships coming to the port of Nemuro in 1999 represented
an estimated 9.39 billion yen (about US$78 million) in economic benefits
for this provincial city.30 The comparable figure for Wakkanai was 27.9
billion yen (US$232.5 million).31

The Russian community in Niigata Prefecture is much smaller than
that in Hokkaido. The 278 Russian citizens registered in the prefecture in
2003 represented the eighth-largest foreign community in the prefecture
but the largest among the European groups.32 As indicated by table 4.6,
the number of Russians in the prefecture is rising steadily. Niigata boasts
several international ports, but far fewer Russian ships visit Niigata ports
than Hokkaido ports. In 2001, of the 1,369 foreign-registered ships that
called at the port of Niigata, just 154 were Russian-flag carriers. Of
the 1,075 foreign ships that anchored in Niigata Higashi port, only 124
were Russian; and only 30 of the 294 foreign ships visiting Niigata Nishi
port were Russian-registered.33 These ships bring timber, finished wood,
paper and pulp products, and produce to Niigata and take automobiles,
other transportation equipment and metal products to RFE destinations.
There is also a passenger ship service between Niigata and Vladivostok
four times a year. Niigata airport serves as an important regional airport,
with regular services to destinations in Russia, such as Khabarovsk, Ir-
kutsk and Vladivostok. In 2000, a total of 225,391 Japanese and foreign
passengers used this airport for international travel. Of these, 19,196
travelled to and from Vladivostok, 17,001 to and from Khabarovsk and
1,784 to and from Irkutsk.34

Factors behind the growing Russian presence in Hokkaido
and Niigata

Hokkaido and Niigata could be considered political mavericks in terms of
expanding relations with Russia, and we did not hear much Cold War-

Table 4.6 The number of Russians registered in Niigata 1991–2003

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

7 20 37 51 80 69 97 104 107 180 190 219 278

Sources: Niigataken Kokusaikoryuka for 1991–2000 data; Judicial System De-
partment, Minister’s Secretariat, Ministry of Justice, ed., Annual Report of Statis-
tics on Legal Migrants, 2003, Tokyo: Kokuritsu Insatsukyoku, Tokyo, 2003, p. 167
for 2001–2002 data; and Japan Immigration Association, Statistics on the Foreign-
ers Registered in Japan, Tokyo: Japan Immigration Association, 2004, p. 53 for
2003 data.
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style rhetoric in their administrations. That was not only because of the
close proximity of the two prefectures to the Russian Far East. Hokkaido
and Niigata were forced to look north because their distance from Tokyo
disadvantaged them during Japan’s post-war industrialization, which was
focused largely on the Pacific Ocean side of the country. Those prefec-
tures facing the Sea of Japan had to look for economic opportunities in
neighbouring countries even though the Cold War climate severely con-
strained relations between Japan and its communist neighbours.

When Hokkaido and Niigata sought opportunities to develop ties with
their counterparts in the RFE during the Cold War era, the public sector,
namely the provincial administrations, led the way, building air and sea
transportation infrastructure. The governors of Hokkaido and Niigata
encouraged municipalities in their prefectures to establish sister-city and
other ties in Russia, South Korea and China and also supported people-
to-people diplomacy.35 To date, 16 formal partnerships have been estab-
lished between municipalities in Hokkaido and Russia. This equals all
other municipal partnerships between Japan and Russia combined. By
contrast, there are only three formal partnerships between municipalities
in Niigata and Russia: Niigata City with Khabarovsk and Vladivostok,
and Toyosaka with Birobidzhan. The interest of Niigata municipalities
lies more with China and South Korea, with whom they have nine and
five sister-city and friendship ties respectively; and there are also relation-
ships between Niigata Prefecture and Heilongjiang Province in China.36

The collapse of the Soviet Union and communism raised the Japanese
prefectures’ interest in developing business opportunities in the Russian
Far East. A good number of Japanese companies sought business part-
ners in forestry, fisheries, tourism and trade, some of them establishing
joint ventures and other cooperative arrangements. We met a number of
business owners from Hokkaido and Niigata who had failed in their rush
to take advantage of the seemingly lucrative opportunities in the chaos of
the post–Soviet Russian Far East. Most of them lost money and with-
drew their investment. However, the provincial administrations continue
to encourage local business communities not to lose interest the RFE.37

Historically, Hokkaido has played an important role in defining Ja-
pan’s territorial, security, political and economic interests vis-à-vis Russia
(and the Soviet Union).38 One of the most notable developments in re-
cent times is the bilateral arrangement known as ‘‘no-visa visits’’, which
since 1991 has allowed Japanese citizens to visit the Northern Territories
(the southern Kuriles)* and Russian citizens from the disputed islands to

* In the waning days of World War II, Soviet troops seized the islands – the Habomais,
Shikotan, Kunashiri and Etorofu – and the Soviet Union/Russia has since controlled the
territories. Tokyo and Moscow both claim the islands, and have been unable to resolve
the dispute. Japan insists that the conflict must be resolved before it will conclude a peace
treaty with Russia.
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visit Japan without a visa. By 2001, the arrangement had involved 109
Russian delegations comprising 4,724 individuals and 187 Japanese dele-
gations consisting of 8,836 people.39 Another element in the growing
contacts between Hokkaido and the Russian Far East is the development
of oil and gas off the eastern coast of Sakhalin Island.40 The energy de-
velopment projects have attracted the attention of power, construction,
transportation, trade and service companies in Hokkaido.

Niigata Prefecture is a pioneer in the internationalization (kokusaika)
movement that has been sweeping Japan in recent decades. Since the
1960s, the public sector has played a pivotal role in the prefecture’s
growth as a regional hub for international transportation. Its efforts to
develop ties with Russia have focused on Nakhodka, Vladivostok, Kha-
barovsk and, more recently, Irkutsk. Since 1990, Niigata has adopted for-
mal action programmes with Primorskii Krai and with Khabarovsk Krai
designed to promote various exchanges involving administrative person-
nel, students, technical experts and representatives of port authorities.
The provincial administration and the business community in Niigata are
also exchanging trade missions in an effort to promote business opportu-
nities, but so far their impact has been very limited.41 We heard frequent
references to the uneven sharing of the financial burden in support of the
exchange programmes. As enthusiastic as both sides are about those pro-
grammes, only the Japanese side seems to be able to come up with the
necessary financial support.

The above factors have contributed to an expansion of human flows
between Hokkaido and Niigata and the Russian Far East. Our field re-
search was designed to capture one aspect of the impact of this develop-
ment – the growing presence of Russians in these areas of Japan.

Japanese views of the Russian presence in their
communities

In 2001 and 2003, in order to assess Russian–Japanese mutual percep-
tions, we conducted interviews and surveys of Japanese and Russian res-
idents in four cities in Hokkaido and in the city of Niigata.42 Table 4.7
shows the number of Japanese and Russian citizens in our samples, in-
cluding 162 Japanese and 43 Russians, for a total of 205 subjects. The
Japanese subjects included prefectural and municipal administrators,
journalists, researchers, business people and representatives of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). They also represented different
age groups, ranging from the late teens to the 70s. The Russian subjects
also varied in age, from the early 20s to the late 60s. They included tech-
nical school students, university students, business people, housewives
and representatives of NGOs.
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Views in Sapporo

Sapporo is the largest city north of Tokyo. It boasts a very modern and
vibrant community offering business, educational and cultural opportuni-
ties. It is also home to a Russian consulate-general. We interviewed both
Russian and Japanese residents of the city, including city administrators.
Our Japanese interlocutors all agreed that their neighbour Russia, partic-
ularly Sakhalin and the RFE, had a special importance for Hokkaido.
They were proud that Hokkaido was ahead of all other Japanese prefec-
tures in developing relations with Russia, notably Sakhalin, although
some admitted that the general public’s interest in and understanding of
Russia was still limited. They agreed that the dispute over the Northern
Territories was an obstacle to the improvement of state-level relations
between Japan and Russia but noted that the problem should not and
did not seriously affect local- and regional-level contacts, including those
between the citizens of Hokkaido and Sakhalin. Most of them said that
the expanding contacts between Japanese and Russian people in Hok-
kaido were a good thing, but they also pointed out that the local mass
media tended to highlight negative incidents involving Russian citizens.43

In October 2001, we received completed surveys from Japanese resi-
dents in Sapporo and Wakkanai. Generally, they showed that those who
had direct contact with Russians had more positive impressions of Rus-
sians in general than those who had little or no contact. Our Sapporo

Table 4.7 The number of Japanese and Russian interviewees and survey subjects
in Hokkaido and Niigata City, 2001 and 2003

Sapporo Wakkanai Kushiro Nemuro Niigata Total

Japanese interviewees
2001 7 14 – – 5 26
2003 3 – 4 4 – 11
Subtotal 10 14 4 4 5 37
Survey subjects
2001 33 28 – – – 61
2003 – – – – 64 64
Total 43 42 4 4 69 162
Russian interviewees
2001 3 – – – 3 6
2003 1 – 1 1 – 3
Subtotal 4 – 1 1 3 9
Survey subjects
2003 16 – – – 18 34
Total 20 – 1 1 21 43
Grand total 63 42 5 5 90 205

Source: authors’ own figures.
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respondents were clearly more favourably inclined towards Russia than
the general public in Japan. They were for the most part receptive to the
idea of more Russians coming to their community, and favoured more
active promotion of ties with their city’s Russian partner cities. On the
question of how to improve Russian–Japanese relations, slightly more
than half of the respondents said that bilateral exchanges should be ex-
panded, including information, economic and cultural ones.

Views in Wakkanai

Wakkanai is a port city located at the northern end of Hokkaido. Dir-
ectly across the Soya (La Perouse) Strait from the city lies the island of
Sakhalin. There is a regular ferry service between Wakkanai and Korsa-
kov when the Sea of Okhotsk is not frozen. In 2001, it was used by 4,205
passengers. Russian visitors are very visible in Wakkanai, on the streets
and in restaurants, bars and consumer goods stores. Some retailers cater
specifically for Russian customers. Wakkanai is home to an active but
dwindling fishing industry. City leaders see the expansion of relations
with Russia, particularly Sakhalin, as crucial to Wakkanai’s economic
vitality, indeed its future survival. They actively promote city-level con-
tacts, business ties and people-to-people diplomacy with Sakhalin. The
city established friendship-city ( yukotoshi) ties with Nevel’sk in 1972,
with Korsakov in 1991 and with Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk in 2001. The perma-
nent Russian presence is very small, however. In 2001, only 59 Russians
were registered in the city, but they constituted over one-fourth of the
foreign resident population in Wakkanai.44

Everyday life in Japanese provincial towns is woven of predictability
and convention. The rumour mill of the townsfolk is busy. The ‘‘intru-
sion’’ of visitors from the north with their ‘‘strange’’ language and ‘‘uncon-
ventional’’ behaviour easily disturbs the tranquillity of the local scene.

Our interviews and surveys in this provincial town revealed that most
respondents had very limited contact with Russians but that, as in Sap-
poro, direct contact with Russians appeared to improve their impressions
of them. Many subjects said that the impact of the Russian presence on
their community was negative, citing public safety as a major concern.
Residents were very disturbed by the growing number of incidents of
shoplifting, bicycle thefts and violent crimes in the city, and tended to
blame them on Russians. Even though more crimes were committed by
Japanese, the locals tended to emphasize those committed by foreigners,
including Russians. Perceptions of Russians tended to be rather negative
among our survey respondents, most of whom were college students
with no personal contact with them.45 About half the respondents were
aware of the friendship-city relationship between their city and Yuzhno-
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Sakhalinsk, and a slightly smaller proportion of the respondents cor-
rectly named Nevel’sk and Korsakov as Wakkanai’s friendship partners.
Most survey respondents and interviewees agreed that Japan and Russia
should improve relations by either concluding a peace treaty or expand-
ing contacts and building mutual trust.

It was disconcerting that Russian visitors give a distinctly negative im-
pression to many local residents, particularly young people. The big chal-
lenge for the city, therefore, is how to promote closer ties with Sakhalin
for economic reasons while controlling the negative fallout of the visible
presence of Russian visitors.

Views in Kushiro and Nemuro

Kushiro and Nemuro are important in considering Japanese–Russian re-
lations, for several reasons, which came out clearly in our interviews in
the two cities. First, the disputed territories were part of Nemuro district
before the Soviet occupation of the islands in autumn 1945; second, most
former Japanese residents there settled in Nemuro; and, third, the econo-
mies of the two cities depend heavily on fishing and commercial ties with
the Northern Territories. Also, the economy of the disputed islands has
become tied to Hokkaido, a mere 3.3 km away at its closest point.46

Kushiro’s economic mainstay, fishing and fish processing industries, has
experienced a continuous decline since the late 1970s, when the Soviet
Union and the United States established 200-mile exclusive economic
zones off their coasts in order to protect coastal fisheries from Japanese
and other foreign fishing. The fishing industry of Kushiro was hit hard
by those developments. The decline continued in the 1980s and 1990s,
shaking the city’s economic foundations. In the aftermath of the break-
up of the Soviet Union, poaching became a widespread phenomenon in
the waters of the Russian Far East, encouraged by criminal elements in
both Russia and Japan. The Russian and Japanese authorities’ efforts
in recent years to curb poaching and other illegal fishing in Russian
waters, and also in waters surrounding the disputed islands, exacerbated
the problem of the shrinking amount of marine products shipped to
Kushiro and Nemuro. Fishing industry representatives in Kushiro in-
formed us that in order to make up for the dwindling access to fishery re-
sources in Russian waters and to sustain their heavily invested fish pro-
cessing industry, they were eager to develop closer ties with Kamchatka.
They also said that they were very interested in the return of the North-
ern Territories to Japan, believing that both Kushiro and Nemuro would
benefit from access to the rich fishing grounds around the islands.

Our interviews in Nemuro revealed the symbolic and material impor-
tance of the Northern Territories to the city.47 The presence of many
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former Japanese residents of the Northern Territories gave the city a dis-
tinct perspective on relations with Russia. We interviewed a former Jap-
anese resident of one of the Habomai islands, who headed the Nemuro
branch of the League of Chishima-Habomai Island Residents, an associ-
ation devoted to the return of the Russian-controlled islands to Japan.
According to him, the reversion of the islands should be a prerequisite
for normalizing Japanese–Russian relations, and the Second World War
was not over until the islands were returned to Japan.48 The importance
of this issue was not lost on other residents of Nemuro. One businessman
stated, ‘‘People in Wakkanai often complain that we in Nemuro are drag-
ging them down with our staunch, ideological position on the territorial
issue. We are indeed concerned about the Northern Territories as an
issue of importance to our national identity.’’49

Nemuro’s strategic vision contrasted sharply with that of the other
cities we visited in Hokkaido. Although the city administrators of Wak-
kanai, Kushiro and even Sapporo were prepared to forge ahead with eco-
nomic ties with Russia, the leaders of Nemuro viewed the resolution of
the territorial dispute as a major precondition for closer ties. When Nem-
uro became a city in 1957, there were 36,813 residents. At its peak (in
1990), the population stood at 49,607, but it had dropped to 33,510 in
2003.50 For the city leaders, the reintegration of the Northern Territories
into their administrative district is an intrinsic part of their future plan-
ning. At the present time, conducting business with Russian residents of
the disputed islands is illegal, although some locals do engage in business
ventures with Russian islanders.51 In these circumstances, Russian visi-
tors to the city present virtually the only legitimate opportunity offering
material benefits to the Nemuro citizens who are not in fisheries. (As
noted above, many businesses cater to Russian visitors from the disputed
islands.)

Rather than viewing them as adversaries, the residents of Nemuro
were making the best of the opportunities that Russian visitors offered.
They reminded us that many locals were studying Russian in order to be
able to communicate with their neighbours. They also attributed their
positive attitudes towards Russian visitors to the fact that many of them
were coming back. They had learned how to conduct themselves in Ja-
pan, unlike the many first-timers in other parts of Hokkaido, who were
causing cultural friction with local Japanese. The fact that most of the
population of Nemuro were traditionally fishermen made its residents
more understanding and accommodating towards the behaviour of Rus-
sian visitors.

In summary, it is noteworthy that growing contact with Russia is ac-
companied by somewhat different perspectives in different parts of Hok-
kaido, with residents of Kushiro and Nemuro expressing more complex
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views than their counterparts in Sapporo and Wakkanai. In addition,
negative stereotypes of Russians appear to be more of a problem in Sap-
poro and Wakkanai than in Kushiro and Nemuro. On the other hand,
there is a near-consensus among the citizens of Hokkaido that expanding
ties with Sakhalin and the Northern Territories is in the interest of the
local economy.

Japanese views of the Russian presence in Niigata

Our interviews in Niigata City in October 2001 and a survey there in
August 2003 revealed several aspects of local Japanese views of Russia
and Russians. There was much interest in Russia, particularly the Rus-
sian Far East. The interviewees were very proud of their city’s long his-
tory of active diplomacy towards the RFE. The Niigata city administra-
tion had devoted, and continued to devote, a good amount of resources
to the development of ties with it.52 The interviewees agreed that there
was a sustained, if not overwhelming interest among Niigata residents in
expanding opportunities for experiences abroad for themselves and their
children and that Russia was a prominent part of that interest. They con-
curred that the local media were much more positive about relations with
Russia than the national media and that too much attention was paid to
crimes involving Russians.

The interviewees’ contacts with Russian residents or visitors were lim-
ited. In our view, this further accentuated the importance of mass media
reports in the formation of local people’s images of Russians. There was
no uniform view of Russians in the community, but the interviewees did
note some stereotyping by Niigata citizens. Many locals had the impres-
sion, as a result of the Russian visitors they saw, that most Russians were
poor. They assumed that very rich Russians went to Tokyo and other
places in Japan. Regular contacts with Russians were limited to those
who lived or worked near the entertainment establishments in the city,
which employed young Russian women (many supposedly working as
hostesses or prostitutes), or near Higashi port, where many Russian sail-
ors could be seen strolling in the streets. In the eyes of the residents, the
casual and often unruly manners of the Russian seamen were offensive
and unacceptable. This reinforced the rather negative impressions many
locals had of Russians. There was disagreement about whether the terri-
torial dispute had any impact on the interaction between Russians and
Japanese at the local and regional levels. We detected little emotional en-
gagement with the issues among the Niigata residents whom we met.

Our general finding was that the growing contact between Russians
and Japanese in Niigata is generally welcome. But lack of genuine com-

110 CROSSING NATIONAL BORDERS



munication between local Japanese and Russian residents/visitors, Japa-
nese residents’ reliance on the mass media for information on Russia
and Russians, and the resulting stereotypes they hold about Russians
contribute to their limited understanding of Russia and Russians.

Views of Russian residents in Hokkaido and Niigata about
the local Japanese

Interviews in Sapporo and Niigata

The absence of interaction between Russian and Japanese residents and
the prevalence of negative stereotypes about Russians were the two most
common themes that emerged from our interviews with Russian residents
in Sapporo and Niigata. Russians undergoing training in Sapporo said
they were so busy that they had little or no time to socialize outside their
business office. They were nevertheless very appreciative of the oppor-
tunity to learn new information and skills (in banking and tourism)
and said that they planned to use them when they returned home to
Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. Another Russian said that her Japanese husband
worked in the Sapporo city administration and that she had only limited
opportunities to socialize with other Japanese.

We should mention a lawsuit filed by a former US citizen, now a Japa-
nese citizen married to a Japanese woman, against the city of Otaru, a
large port city west of Sapporo, for allowing a public bathhouse to dis-
criminate against non-Japanese customers. The business owner posted a
sign reading ‘‘Gaijin okotowari ’’ (No foreigners allowed) after its cus-
tomers complained that Russians were disturbing them by using the fa-
cility in a culturally offensive manner. The American-turned-Japanese
citizen won the lawsuit and the discriminatory sign was removed. The
episode had become well known throughout the country. Many of our
interviewees, both Russians and Japanese, brought it up as an example
of the wide cultural gap that existed between Russians and Japanese.
The Japanese we interviewed recognized the fact of discrimination
but also acknowledged that it might be unavoidable owing to cultural
differences.

From interviews with a Russian researcher and Russian consular offi-
cers in Niigata City, we learned that there was very little that the Russian
residents did together as a community. Most of them preferred to lead an
independent life and to come together only when there were official func-
tions, such as those organized by the consulate-general. The interviewees
confirmed that Russians and Japanese had very limited contact outside
the work environment. According to them, the local Japanese people
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did not show any outward sign of discrimination against Russians; but in
Higashi port, where many Russian ships and sailors come in, local au-
thorities tended to look at Russians with suspicion. Local shopkeepers
were also less than friendly towards Russians, fearing the possibility of
theft. Some restaurants even displayed signs indicating that Russians
were not welcome, presumably because of worry on the part of the
owners about unfamiliar, thus unwelcome conduct. Our interviewees,
both Japanese and Russians, attributed these problems to media reports
of thefts and other incidents involving Russians. Russian interviewees
added, however, that the reluctance to accept Russian customers was
not totally groundless because some Russian sailors had indeed com-
mitted crimes, such as drug smuggling and petty theft.

We also learned that the number of Russian residents in Niigata, par-
ticularly Russian women, had increased in recent years. Many Russian
women married Japanese men, often for the benefit of long-term resi-
dence and work rights that inter-racial matrimony afforded them.53 We
were told that it was typical for the Russian women to feel isolated or
rejected by their Japanese husbands because of conflicting expectations
regarding their role in marriage and other cultural differences. When re-
lationships soured, our interviewees told us, a typical Japanese man
would want a divorce. However, his Russian wife would prefer a separa-
tion rather than a divorce so that she could continue to live in Japan. Ac-
cording to the interviewees, a child born to a Japanese–Russian couple
would typically adopt Japanese citizenship because there was no bilateral
treaty allowing dual citizenship. We were also told that there was a public
perception that many Russian women in Niigata were engaged in illegal
or semi-legal activities, among them prostitution.

Surveys in Sapporo and Niigata

Most of the Russian residents in Sapporo and Niigata who responded
to our surveys in spring and summer 2003 said that they interacted with
Japanese people at work or at school on a daily basis. The frequency of
interaction with Japanese outside work or school was somewhat less, but
a good many respondents still socialized with Japanese on a daily basis.
The respondents thought that their Japanese co-workers or schoolmates
were hard-working, punctual, kind, sympathetic, well meaning and re-
sponsible. They had equally favourable impressions of the Japanese
whom they had met in social settings.54 Most of the respondents consid-
ered themselves either very knowledgeable or somewhat knowledgeable
about Japan, and more than half of them rated their Japanese-language
ability as either good or excellent. The vast majority said that they relied
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on their personal experience more than anything else for information
about Japan.

The Russian respondents in the two cities were evenly divided between
those who thought that Russian people’s presence in their respective
communities had a positive impact and those who thought that it had
little or no effect. Our respondents in Sapporo offered a variety of views
on the impact (or absence thereof) of the Russian presence on the local
communities. On the positive side, they thought that they were contribu-
ting to a better understanding of and greater interest in Russia and Rus-
sian culture. On the negative side, however, most Russian respondents in
Sapporo said that Japanese people did not seem to be particularly inter-
ested in Russia. We were reminded that the number of Russians in the
city of 1.8 million people was too small to have any significant impact.
Most respondents in Niigata also thought that they were promoting mu-
tual understanding between Russians and Japanese. Some of them noted
the limitations of their influence in terms of the small number of Russians
living in Niigata and the limited scope of social interaction between Rus-
sian and Japanese residents. But some respondents noted that a few
criminal or misbehaving Russians were having a negative impact on the
local Japanese image of Russians.

Not surprisingly, most of the Russian respondents in the two cities ex-
pressed affinity towards Japan; not one of them felt unfriendly towards it.
Their positive feelings spilled over into their assessment of contemporary
Russian–Japanese relations, with more than half of them believing bilat-
eral relations to be good. Many comments offered by Russians in Niigata
reflected a sense of frustration and resignation that the two countries
were not genuinely interested in each other and thus that their relations
were rather superficial. Some Russians in Niigata noted the one-sided na-
ture of exchanges, in which the Japanese side carries most of the burden
and the Russian side benefits more.

Most Russians were aware of their communities’ sister-city partner-
ships with Russian cities – Niigata with Khabarovsk and Vladivostok,
and Sapporo with Novosibirsk. They agreed that these ties were good
but they gave mixed assessments of their impact on bilateral relations at
the national level.

The Russian respondents’ personal experience of living in Japan and
interacting with Japanese people professionally or socially was the most
important source of their generally favourable views of Japan and Japa-
nese. The mass media seemed to play a much less important, if not negli-
gible role in shaping their attitudes towards Japan. We should note that
everywhere we met with Russians living in Japan, there was a common
complaint that their Japanese colleagues and neighbours did not take a
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personal interest in them. However, we were told of exceptions to the
rule – the Japanese who would go out of their way to be friendly and sup-
portive. Fortunately for those Russians, such Japanese friends could be
found in most places.

At the end of the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to offer
any comments that they wished to make. Most respondents in Sapporo
had a fairly elaborate appreciation and sophisticated understanding of
the Japan they had come to know, several expressing love and admira-
tion for the country. Most of these individuals emphasized Japan’s social
and cultural traditions, its particularly sympathetic and caring human
relations, hard-working people, aesthetic and well-maintained infrastruc-
ture and the quality of services available to ordinary citizens. Many of
them expressed admiration as well for Japan’s modern economy and
technology.

Russian respondents in Niigata offered candid comments. One theme
ran through those comments: the formality and superficiality of relations
with the Japanese as they saw them. They experienced a sense of es-
trangement and distance from Japanese people. They attributed the
problem to the busy lifestyle, the rigid social rules and the frustratingly
formal interpersonal relations that they were experiencing in Japan.

Conclusion

Our case studies in Hokkaido and Niigata indicate that the growing pres-
ence of Russians is having a visible impact on local Japanese views of
Russia and Russians. In the two prefectures, local initiatives have helped
to expand ties between the two countries and to promote contacts be-
tween ordinary Russians and Japanese. It can be said too that a sense of
geographical proximity to Russia has become a part of the identity of the
people of the two prefectures, particularly Hokkaido.

The dispute over the sovereignty of the Northern Territories has been
a focal point of efforts in Hokkaido to change the nature of Japanese–
Russian relations, and these undertakings have borne some fruit, particu-
larly in promoting human contacts between Japanese and Russians. But
this finding does not apply uniformly throughout Hokkaido. Residents
of Nemuro are by far the most focused on the resolution of the territorial
dispute, for symbolic and material reasons. Even there, however, prag-
matic attitudes have developed among the population, such that the
dispute has not disrupted local initiatives to develop closer ties with the
Russians now living in the Northern Territories. Pragmatism is even
more pronounced in the other areas of Hokkaido that we have examined.

In our opinion, the Japanese and Russian governments should encour-
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age these and other efforts to bring the two peoples closer, to overcome
the centuries of suspicion and animosity. After all, in earlier periods
Japanese intellectuals saw Russia not only as a power to defend against
but also as a source of learning and a people with whom they shared a
common interest, particularly in the search for a national identity in the
face of the forces of Westernization and modernization.55

The cases of Hokkaido and Niigata demonstrate that Japanese peo-
ple’s views of Russia can change significantly as a result of local-level
contacts between the two countries. The direction of change is not uni-
form, however. On the one hand, those who are predisposed towards
international exchanges and intercultural experiences generally seek out
opportunities to meet Russians and develop more nuanced and balanced
views of Russians. On the other hand, those with little or no interest in
Russia who do not seek contact with Russians are unlikely to change
their views of Russia. In recent decades, Japanese people’s views of
Russia have tended to be negative. Their unfavourable impressions are
bound to solidify when they observe the culturally offensive behaviour
of some Russian visitors and when they receive mass media reports on
crimes committed by some Russians in Japan.

As our study shows, the best way to improve public perceptions of
Russia and Russians is to increase the amount of personal interaction
between Russians and Japanese. Local initiatives for cultural and social
exchanges and interactions are important, and they should be expanded.
Public agencies, educational institutions and NGOs should organize
workshops, training programmes and other educational opportunities
for Russian residents and visitors, as well as members of the local com-
munities, to learn about each other. These programmes should go
beyond the conventional ‘‘cultural exchange’’ and deal with real-life
issues, such as education, health, marriage, childrearing, ageing, environ-
ment and employment, which are of immediate concern to all. The inge-
nuity of individual citizens should be explored for creative solutions to
common problems they face in Japan and Russia. Moreover, considering
the heavy impact that short-term Russian visitors have on the local pop-
ulation’s views, prefectural and municipal governments should support
efforts by voluntary organizations to help Russian visitors to learn about
culturally acceptable and unacceptable manners in Japan.
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women. Interview with Russian consulate-general officials, October 2001.

54. The adjectives they used most frequently to characterize the Japanese whom they
had met in social settings were ‘‘happy’’, ‘‘cheerful’’, ‘‘kind’’, ‘‘caring’’, ‘‘hospitable’’,
‘‘friendly’’ and ‘‘affable’’.

55. See Wada Haruki, ‘‘Nihonjin no Roshiakan: Sensei, Teki, Tomoni Kurushimu Mono’’
[‘‘Japanese views of Russia: teacher, enemy, and those with whom to share pain’’], in
Fujiwara Akira, ed., Roshia to Nihon: Nisso Rekishigaku Shimpojiumu [Russia and Ja-
pan: symposium of Japan-Soviet historical studies], Tokyo: Sairyusha, 1985, pp. 11–32.
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5

Chinese migrants in contemporary
Japan: The case of Niigata

Daojiong Zha

Introduction

According to the latest Japanese immigration statistics, legal Chinese en-
trants into Japan in 2002 rose by 18.8 per cent from the previous year,
reaching 527,000 in total.1 In 2003, Chinese people made up the largest
group (45 per cent of the total) of foreign residents arrested by Japanese
law enforcement authorities.2

Since the late 1980s, when the Japanese government began to allow
Chinese labourers into the Japanese market, the pattern has been a fa-
miliar one. On the one hand, the Japanese government finds it necessary
to accommodate the market’s needs for Chinese labourers by allowing
Chinese to enter Japan for a long-term (over 90 days) stay. On the other
hand, it is often at a loss at what to do concerning Japanese society’s
anxieties about the increasing Chinese presence and public anger over
crimes committed by Chinese migrant workers and students.3

This chapter examines the Chinese presence in Japan by looking at
how residents in a Japanese prefecture, Niigata, react to the presence of
Chinese labourers. The questions addressed are: what impact do Chinese
migrants, unskilled Chinese workers in particular, have on the local com-
munity? In what ways, if any, will relationships between Chinese mi-
grants and local Japanese communities such as Niigata affect the relation-
ship between Japan and China?

The chapter is based on findings from surveys of ordinary citizens and
of prefectural and city government officials of Niigata.4 The survey of the
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ordinary citizens was conducted during my time at the International Uni-
versity of Japan (IUJ), located in Niigata Prefecture. I sent a written
questionnaire to Japanese individuals registered to participate in the Uni-
versity’s volunteer conversation partners programme, created for assisting
its foreign students to learn the Japanese language. I also tried to conduct
follow-up interviews with some of the respondents who agreed to identify
themselves; but I was not successful, mainly because they declined to be
interviewed when they learned that the researcher was a Chinese.

The opinions in the completed surveys may not necessarily be repre-
sentative of those of wider sections of Japanese society, as the survey re-
spondents already demonstrated a degree of willingness to interact with
foreign (including Chinese) students of the IUJ. Moreover, the sample
size is small (24 individuals). But I tried to make up for these deficiencies
by conducting a survey among employees of various departments of the
Niigata prefectural government and the Niigata city government, includ-
ing those who are involved in managing China-related affairs. In addi-
tion, I conducted interviews with Niigata Prefecture and city officials in
charge of exchanges with Chinese provinces as well as with volunteers
working for the Niigata International Association, an umbrella organiza-
tion for various citizens’ groups promoting exchanges between Japanese
and foreign residents in the city.5

Niigata and China

Before the findings from the surveys and interviews are summarized, it is
useful to review Niigata’s ties with China. In historical terms, the port of
Niigata, on the north-western coast of the main Japanese island Honshu,
served as a main launching pad for the Japanese imperial army to march
into Manchuria and for the subsequent Japanese project to establish
Manchukuo as a puppet state. According to one account, until May 1945
a total of 12,641 ‘‘agricultural developers’’ and ‘‘young military volun-
teers’’ (involving 1,648 households in 14 groups) from Niigata Prefecture
were sent to Manchukuo, making Niigata the fifth-largest Japanese pre-
fecture in terms of organized wartime civilian migration to Manchuria.6
Understandably, Niigata played its part in the effort to resettle ‘‘war-
displaced’’ Japanese back in Japan. Partly because most of Niigata’s
‘‘war-displaced’’ Japanese lived in Heilongjiang Province, Niigata and
Heilongjiang established sister-city ties in the early 1980s, when Japanese
public sentiment experienced a ‘‘China boom’’.7 Indeed, Sano Tozaburo
(1923–1994), a Manchurian war veteran, has become a local legend in
building post-war friendship ties between Niigata and Heilongjiang. In
his lifetime, Sano made over 30 trips to Heilongjiang, sharing his exper-
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tise in swampland treatment in Niigata and relentlessly lobbying the Jap-
anese government to grant official development assistance for the specific
purpose of flood control in Heilongjiang’s Baoqing County, where the first
Japanese family from Niigata settled.8

In the post-war era, beginning with the friendship/exchange pro-
gramme between Niigata City and the Russian city of Khabarovsk in
1964, Niigata’s city and prefectural governments and local business com-
munities worked hard to restore economic ties across the Sea of Japan
(known in Korea as the ‘‘East Sea’’).9

Since 1991, the Niigata prefectural administration has pursued an in-
ternationalization strategy aimed at transforming the Japan Sea rim re-
gion from one of Cold War-era confrontation to one of common prosper-
ity and cooperation. The strategy has three purposes: building a national
consensus within Japan about the importance of the concept of region-
building in this part of the world; playing a leadership role in the Japan
Sea rim movement through international collaborative research and
publicity activities; and garnering international attention for the cause of
Japan Sea rim cooperation.10

Heilongjiang’s own economic ties with the outside world began to
flourish in the late 1980s, about a decade later than other provinces in
China. When it did begin integrating with the rest of the world economy,
its primary focus was on promoting cross-border trade with Russia and
other former Soviet economies.11 Both in natural resources and in
foreign economic policy orientation, Heilongjiang is a weaker partner
in the emergence of a ‘‘natural economic territory’’ around the Sea of
Japan. Nonetheless, Niigata Prefecture has continually cultivated eco-
nomic ties with Heilongjiang, which itself holds annual trade and invest-
ment conventions for promoting economic ties across its border with
Russia. Even so, Japanese businesses generally are still hesitant to invest
there, largely because the local business environment is less developed
than in other Chinese provinces.12

In 1998, Niigata successfully lobbied for the central governments of
Japan and China to open a passenger airline service to Harbin, and thus
increased the international use of Niigata airport. Also in 1998, Niigata
Prefecture successfully launched an airline service to Xi’an (via Shang-
hai), in part by taking advantage of the symbolism of being home to the
ibis birds the Chinese government gave to the emperor of Japan as a
goodwill gift. In addition to air transportation connections, Niigata has
since 1996 operated a weekly container sea line linking it to the Chinese
ports of Dalian, Qingdao and Shanghai. And in 1997, the Niigata prefec-
tural government established a trade office in Dalian.

Besides establishing formal business ties, the Niigata prefectural gov-
ernment worked to assist local businesses to recruit Chinese ‘‘trainees’’
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by utilizing the sister-city arrangements it had established with local
authorities in China. These otherwise largely symbolic ties serve an im-
portant function: to make sure that Chinese workers sent to Niigata are
selected by accountable if not always reliable Chinese authorities.13

The Chinese presence in Niigata

As of 2001, there were 3,120 Chinese registered as staying in Niigata.
Their status of residence ranged across all Japanese visa categories ex-
cept those of artist, practitioner of religion, journalist, lawyer and accoun-
tant (see table 5.1).

Table 5.1 tells us several things. First, it informs us that Chinese come
to Niigata primarily for jobs. Trainees are unskilled workers who are al-
lowed to stay, under a designated employer’s sponsorship, for up to three
years at a time. It is possible that a good majority of those in the ‘‘desig-
nated activities’’ category are actually short-term employees of busi-
nesses in the prefecture. This is because in the Japanese system for regis-
tering foreign residents, those in the ‘‘designated activities’’ category are
either on ‘‘working holidays’’ or simply listed as ‘‘others’’. As Japanese
visa rules do not allow Chinese passport holders to enter and spend
‘‘working holidays’’ in Japan, it is possible for Japanese employers
to sponsor the entry of Chinese workers under the broad ‘‘others’’
category.14

A total of 208 employers (organized into 21 groups) in Niigata had 496
Chinese trainees working for them in 2001. A variety of Chinese labour-
exporting agencies, based mainly in north-eastern China but going as far
south as Shanghai, Jiangsu Province (west of Shanghai) and Hubei Prov-
ince (in central China) were responsible for dispatching unskilled Chi-
nese to work in Niigata.15 The Chinese agencies sending labour are al-
most identical with the agencies featuring in friendship agreements with
administrative units in Niigata. In other words, friendship agreements be-
low the prefectural level do seem to serve the labour needs of Japanese

Table 5.1 Registered Chinese in Niigata, 2001

Status Students Trainees
Depen-
dants

Designated
activities

Permanent
residents

Japanese
citizens’
spouses

Long-
term
residents

516 609 262 443 170 588 228

Source: Statistics on the Foreigners Registered in Japan, Tokyo: Japan Immigra-
tion Association, 2001, pp. 72–75.
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employers, particularly those located in remote areas of the prefecture.
Regrettably, my attempt to conduct a Chinese-language survey of Chi-
nese trainees was not successful because their employers declined to co-
operate. The employers preferred to keep the presence of Chinese work-
ing in their shops as low-key as possible, perhaps owing to the bad
treatment Chinese trainees were getting in the Chinese-language press
in Japan.

Second, table 5.1 shows that a fairly large number of Chinese residing
in Niigata are Japanese citizens’ spouses. Chinese–Japanese marriages
deserve some discussion. On the demand side, Niigata, like other rural
areas of Japan, sees its own marriageable female population moving to
more prosperous parts of the country, creating the need to import foreign
wives for its farming population. The phenomenon of international mar-
riages in the farming communities of Niigata began in the mid-1970s. On
the supply side, many Chinese women see marrying into a Japanese fam-
ily, despite having to live in a rural area, as a great improvement in their
standard of living.16

Third, although Niigata is not known in Japan for being a home to
prestigious educational institutions, the relatively sizeable number of
Chinese students is notable. It is indicative of the primary reason for Chi-
nese to come to Niigata: to pursue a degree in an area where jobs are
available to support their studies. In this regard, the difficulties I encoun-
tered in getting Chinese students enrolled in Niigata University (located
in Niigata City) to participate in a Chinese-language version of the ques-
tionnaire survey are noteworthy. To begin with, it was not easy to gather
them together and explain the project because, as I was informed, Chi-
nese students usually do not show up on campus unless there are classes
to attend. At other times, they concentrate on their part-time jobs off
campus. Even the head of the Chinese student association of the univer-
sity showed little interest in assisting with the survey: he knew that with-
out some cash compensation for the time required to complete the sur-
vey, his fellow students would most likely just throw the survey sheets
into the waste-paper basket.

It is important to note that a small number (12 in 2001) of Chinese stu-
dents in Niigata are sponsored (with full funding) by the prefecture to
pursue their degree studies. Niigata began to sponsor international stu-
dents to study for degrees in universities in the prefecture in 1969 (begin-
ning with students from Brazil), and has paid for students from China
since 1984. As of 2002, 187 Chinese students had come to Niigata
through this channel, including 34 who had been invited for training in
the prefecture’s cancer treatment centre. Chinese, eight per annum, are
the largest national group to benefit from the prefecture’s sponsorship
scheme.17 According to officials in its international affairs division, the
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primary purpose for funding these students – all from Heilongjiang
Province – is to cultivate goodwill among a new generation of Chinese
individuals; it is hoped that they will assist Niigata Prefecture’s efforts to
promote its interests in the Chinese province and, on a larger scale, to
help increase trust between the Chinese and Japanese peoples. The result
thus far, however, has been said to be less than satisfactory. In early 2002,
a Niigata official commented, ‘‘When the Chinese students return to their
home province, they act individually. Thus it is difficult for them to have
tangible influence on policy-making in their home society. Why don’t
they even form an alumni group of their own?’’18

Short-term exchanges

The number of registered Chinese in Niigata reflects only part of the dy-
namics of human movement from China, as Japanese law requires a for-
eigner to register his or her stay only if it is for longer than 90 days. Since
Niigata Prefecture began formal friendship relations with Heilongjiang
Province it has organized a variety of short-term exchange programmes
bringing ordinary Chinese to experience interaction with Japanese peo-
ple and everyday life in Japan. Such exchange programmes have included
youth groups since 1986, sports groups since 1990 and high school stu-
dent exchanges since 1991. Each of these groups averages 10 partici-
pants per annum. The prefecture’s sponsorship, since 1993, of Chinese-
language instructors to teach in the local women’s college also helps to
promote mutual understanding at the grass-roots level.19

The launching of direct air services between Niigata and cities in China
opened another route for Chinese to come to Niigata on a tourist visa.
Indeed, the number of passengers on the Niigata–Harbin route increased
rapidly, from nearly 9,000 in the inaugural year (1998) to 31,000 in 2000;
and the number of passengers using the Niigata–Shanghai route grew
from 19,000 to 24,000 during the same period. Although the number of
self-financed Chinese on those trips is not known, the numbers indicate
the expanding opportunities for interactions between Chinese and
Japanese.

To sum up, Niigata’s promotion of local-level diplomacy and economic
ties with Heilongjiang Province and other administrative units in China
has directly affected the number of Chinese coming to Niigata. The pre-
fecture’s initial rationale, in the mid-1980s, was to promote grass-roots
exchanges with north-eastern Chinese provinces. But since the early
1990s, it has moved on to meeting local economic needs, especially to
securing cheap industrial and agricultural labour from rural China. How
do Japanese residents in Niigata view the Chinese presence in their
communities?
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Questionnaire survey of ordinary Japanese residents in
Niigata: Views on the Chinese presence

I distributed survey questionnaires to about 40 potential respondents
in January 2002. Twenty-four completed surveys were returned by mail.
The respondents lived in seven different administrative districts of Nii-
gata Prefecture, including the cities of Niigata, Joetsu and Nagaoka (the
three largest in the prefecture), as well as in towns and villages. Tables
5.2 to 5.4 summarize the background of the 24 respondents.

It should be noted that the respondents either have had experience
(30 per cent had experienced direct contact with foreign residents in their
neighbourhoods) or have shown an interest in interacting with foreign
individuals living in the prefecture through language-exchange pro-
grammes. Those local residents who have less experience and/or interest
in interacting with foreign residents in the prefecture may reply differ-
ently to the survey questions. This, as well as the small number of sam-
ples collected, presents only a limited picture of Niigata citizens’ views
about Chinese residents.

In terms of frequency of contact with Chinese on the job, only one of
the respondents had daily contact with Chinese living in the prefecture.
This respondent, an employee of a public healthcare provider, interacted
with a Chinese trainee who was studying Japanese ways of caring for the

Table 5.2 Occupations/professions of Japanese survey respondents

Total
Company
employees Teachers* Housewives Unemployed

University
students

Self-
employed

24 7 5 4 4 3 1

Source: author.
* Includes two who offer private group language lessons for a living.

Table 5.3 Age of Japanese survey respondents

Total 20s 30s 40s 50s 60s

24 3 5 4 7 5

Source: author.

Table 5.4 Highest level of education obtained by Japanese survey respondents

Total High school Two-year college University

24 6 9 9

Source: author.
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elderly by assisting Japanese doctors. Six respondents recalled occasional
encounters with Chinese, either through overhearing conversations in
Chinese or observing their presence in neighbourhood grocery stores and
at parent–teacher meetings in schools. Three respondents reported meet-
ing Chinese on a weekly basis. One of them had a Chinese friend, and the
other two simply knew that Chinese were around because they saw them
come to the canteen where they worked. The remaining 14 respondents
reported no contact with Chinese whatsoever.

Apart from at work, the survey respondents had only limited contacts
with Chinese residents. For the five who reported interacting with Chi-
nese on a monthly or weekly basis, conversations took place either in the
Chinese-language courses they were enrolled in, which were organized
by the local government, or in exchange teaching. In one case, a 38-
year-old language instructor was teaching English to a Chinese, who in
return was teaching her Chinese. Their meetings took place on a weekly
basis.

Over half of the respondents described favourably their impressions of
the Chinese individuals they knew or knew of. The most frequently men-
tioned adjective, used by nine respondents, was ‘‘diligent’’. Other posi-
tive terms included ‘‘open-minded’’, ‘‘big-hearted’’, ‘‘trustworthy’’, ‘‘good
at socializing’’, ‘‘friendly’’ and ‘‘caring about details’’. Negative impres-
sions included ‘‘aggressive’’, ‘‘selfish’’, ‘‘cunning’’ and ‘‘self-centred’’.
There were some neutral characteristics as well, such as ‘‘full of personal-
ity’’ and ‘‘independent’’ – attributes that do not readily fit in with social
norms in rural Japan but might be quite acceptable in urban areas of the
country. As most of the respondents reported no regular contact with
Chinese residents, their impressions may have come through secondary
sources or the media.

When asked about their participation in any organized Japan–China
exchange programmes in Niigata, only one respondent said that she had
had such an experience: cooking Japanese food for an Asian cultural fes-
tival in Joetsu City in 2000. A young prefectural employee (in his early
20s) also noted the limited participation by the Japanese of his commu-
nity in government-sponsored exchange programmes. He complained
that this might reflect unfavourable attitudes towards such activities. On
the other hand, as the Niigata International Association reports 60 volun-
tary groups formed for the explicit purpose of promoting exchange be-
tween Japanese and foreign residents of the city, the potential for wider
Japanese participation in international or intercultural programmes can-
not be ignored.

In recent years, Japanese news media have focused heavily on crimes
committed by Chinese residents, so much so that the growing number of
reported crimes by Chinese living in Japan has contributed to a general
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turn to the negative in Japanese views on China in the past decade.20
Throughout Japan, there is concern about the continuous growth of the
manufacturing sector in China and its ‘‘hollowing-out’’ effect on the Jap-
anese economy, and this concern is another important source of ‘‘China
threat’’ rhetoric in Japan. Would it be logical, then, for average Japanese
to prefer to see a reduction of the Chinese presence in Japan?

Eleven of the respondents to the questionnaire expressed ‘‘no opin-
ion’’ about the future Chinese presence in their neighbourhoods, but
eight replied that they would like to see a modest increase. Three of the
latter group referred to the lack of variety in rural life as a reason for
desiring a larger Chinese presence in their community. One elementary
school teacher wrote in separate comments that ‘‘internationalization
through the Japan Exchange and Teaching Programme organized by the
government should bring in many nationals, including Chinese, rather
than being an exclusive venue for English-speaking natives from Europe
and America’’. A housewife in her 50s noted that it is important for Chi-
nese people to experience the life of Japanese farmers.21 Two others
pointed out that an increase in the international presence in their neigh-
bourhoods ought not to be limited to Chinese or to any other nationality.
Five respondents clearly stated their opposition to any increase in the
Chinese presence in their communities. One mentioned possible job com-
petition as a reason. Another respondent asked in his comments, ‘‘There
is no problem around here; why do we need to see an increase [in the
Chinese presence]?’’

When asked about the impact that the Chinese presence has had on
the local communities, 13 of the 24 respondents indicated ‘‘no knowl-
edge’’ of any impact and said that they were simply not aware of any Chi-
nese living or working in their neighbourhoods. As a further seven re-
spondents reported ‘‘no impact’’, clearly an overwhelming majority did
not have direct knowledge of how the Chinese in Niigata lived. Of the
three who did think that the Chinese presence had a positive impact on
their neighbourhoods, one gave the marriage of Chinese women to Japa-
nese men as a merit. Another said that she enjoyed talking to her Chi-
nese friend without reservations, and the third stated that it was impor-
tant to have more opportunities for promoting mutual understanding
between the Japanese and Chinese peoples.

In short, the size of the sample is too small to draw definitive conclu-
sions about Niigata residents’ views on the presence of Chinese in their
areas. Overall, the residents I surveyed did not seem to see the Chinese
presence in their communities as an important issue that needs to be
dealt with. There are two explanations for such a state of affairs. First,
by appearance alone many Chinese are not distinguishable from Japa-
nese. Unless there is clear self-identification, it is quite possible for a Chi-
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nese to be mistaken for a Japanese. Alternatively, the Chinese popula-
tion of some 3,000 in Niigata is quite small in view of the prefecture’s
population of 2.5 million people. Unless there is a drastic increase in the
Chinese presence in the prefecture, which is unlikely owing to the rela-
tive lack of economic opportunities in comparison with Tokyo, Yoko-
hama and other metropolitan areas, the current situation may well
continue.

Views on Japan–China relations

Five of the survey questions had to do with the respondents’ assessment
of the current state of affairs in bilateral relations between Japan and
China. In response to the question about their feelings towards China,
over half replied that they felt ‘‘close’’ or ‘‘somewhat close’’ to China,
but they did not provide an explanation of their reply. One observed
that there are many areas of similarity between Chinese and Japanese so-
cieties. Another respondent simply noted that China once provided ibises
and pandas to Japan. It seems that the majority of the respondents did
not feel that they could relate to China because they had no direct expe-
rience of life across the Japan Sea. Nonetheless, the percentage of people
with positive feelings towards China was much higher than that in sur-
veys conducted country-wide. For example, according to an Asahi Shim-
bum opinion survey published in September 2002, only 19 per cent of the
respondents had positive feelings about China. By contrast, 62 per cent
said that they had no particular feelings about China, either positive or
negative.22

What did the respondents to my questionnaire think about Japan–
China relations? The answers varied widely. The largest group (six) re-
ported having mixed feelings about relations between the two countries.
What contributes to such a judgement? Surprisingly, only two of the 24
respondents referred to the Japan–China war experience and the need
for genuine reconciliation as a major concern. The two respondents,
both in their 60s, said Japan should repay the ‘‘benevolence’’ that the
Chinese leader Zhou Enlai displayed in the 1970s in not asking Japan to
pay war compensation.

Next, three respondents mentioned China’s growing economic power.
One of them noted the need for better cooperation, to make sure that
the change in the value of the Chinese currency would not impact ad-
versely on the value of the yen. The second remarked that Japan must
think about better ways of dealing with its pressing economic problems
rather than blame competition from cheap Chinese imports. The third re-
spondent said that the intensifying economic competition between the
two countries was an important but complex issue to be reckoned with.
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Finally, three respondents said that there were differences between
human-level contacts between Chinese and Japanese and government-
to-government contacts and that it was much easier for there to be close
relationships between Chinese and Japanese at the individual level than
it was for the two governments to work together. The solution, according
to one respondent, was to expand the role of local governments and indi-
viduals in Japan–China relations.

What did the respondents see as necessary means of improving Japan–
China relations? The 20 respondents who answered this question were
evenly split in their opinions. Ten, in their 40s and older, referred to the
need to overcome differences in the understanding of the relevance of
history to contemporary political relations. One respondent, whose sister
experienced growing up in China during the final years of World War II,
commented that it was regrettable that people no longer seemed to dif-
ferentiate between the warmth Chinese and Japanese individuals displayed
towards each other and the media-projected images of animosity between
the two societies. She also observed that history should not be painted as
either black or white. A man in his 60s remarked that ‘‘the only thing that
can improve Japan–China relations is time, as all other means of reconcili-
ation have been exhausted’’. The questionnaire did not ask the respond-
ents to express their feelings about the Chinese government’s demand for
Japan to apologize for the war, but one respondent did mention that
necessity. In general, the respondents felt resigned to the fact that the
history issue* between Japan and China remained a complex one.

The other 10 respondents emphasized the need to intensify cultural ex-
changes and to improve mutual understanding between the Chinese peo-
ple and the Japanese people at the grass-roots level. There was definite
disappointment with how both the Chinese and Japanese governments
had handled political ties between the two countries. Only one respon-
dent mentioned careful handling of the Taiwan question as a means of
maintaining positive political ties between Japan and China.

In general, the respondents’ comments on the means of improving
Japan–China relations provided a good reflection of the complex web
of interdependence, cooperation and friction that was reflected by the
media in Japan, the main source of information about Japan–China ties
for the respondents. The results differed from the 2002 opinion poll con-
ducted by the Japanese Foreign Ministry in which 47 per cent of the re-

* At the levels of government diplomacy, intellectual debate and societal feeling between
China and Japan, there exists a wide gap over specific acts in the history of Japanese co-
lonialism in China as well as over the acceptable measures taken to address them. The
gap is so wide that no volume of literature, in Chinese, Japanese or another language, is
considered to do the matter justice.
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spondents said that government-level consultations should be expanded
in order to improve bilateral relations and 27 per cent recommended
that people-to-people exchanges should be increased.23

Views on the presence of foreign workers in Japan

My questionnaire survey included a separate section that dealt specifi-
cally with the issue of the presence of foreign labourers in Japan. The
level of concern about this matter was high. A majority (13 of 24 re-
spondents) replied that they were either somewhat or very concerned
about the presence of foreign labourers in Japan. Another six respond-
ents said that they were ‘‘not very concerned’’. Only one chose ‘‘I don’t
know’’ as an answer. The percentages correspond with a survey on the
same topic conducted by the Japanese prime minister’s office in Novem-
ber 2000. Nearly 50 per cent of the respondents to this national poll ex-
pressed concern about the presence of foreign workers in Japan.24

Contemporary discussion in Japan about foreign labourers is often
closely associated with images of crime, including illegal entry into the
country. Half the survey respondents were aware of the Japanese govern-
ment’s system of bringing foreign labourers to Japan under the categories
of trainee and on-the-job technical trainee, and they were able to identify
the 1980s or the 1990s as the beginning of its implementation.

As for the aim of the foreign trainee system, half the respondents
thought that its most important purpose was to extend economic assis-
tance to developing nations. Eleven saw serving as a means to help re-
lieve Japanese industries of their labour shortage as its second-most im-
portant purpose. Interestingly, six respondents identified dealing with the
labour shortage as its most important purpose. Five believed that the
number one purpose was to promote Japan’s internationalization. One
respondent observed that the primary rationale was simply to ensure
that foreign labourers could be hired cheaply. Only seven respondents
thought that ‘‘helping people who are suffering a harsh economic life in
their home countries’’ qualified as either the second- or the third-most
important purpose of the trainee system.

These replies are interesting in that they point to a continuing feeling
of pride among ordinary Japanese people about their country’s economic
power and about spreading the country’s wealth to the developing world.
The findings of the survey contrast with the national poll about foreign
labour mentioned earlier. The national survey found economic assistance
to be the third-most important rationale for continuing with the policy of
allowing foreign workers into the Japanese labour market.25

The respondents to my survey had little difficulty in identifying where
foreign labourers came from: China, Southeast Asia, South America
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and Korea. Indeed, these are the countries or the regions of the world
that have supplied Japan with large numbers of unskilled workers.
On further querying, however, it became clear that the respondents had
little knowledge of the scale of the presence of foreign labour in their
prefecture.

As to the purpose for which foreign trainees come to Japan, the
respondents were almost unanimous in choosing as the most or the
second-most important purpose learning Japanese manufacturing skills
and management know-how or earning more money than they could in
their home countries. The respondents thought that the third-most im-
portant purpose was to experience Japan’s culture and way of life. Five
respondents thought that foreign trainees came to Japan to have a
chance of permanent settlement.

Only three of the 24 respondents had experience of working with for-
eign trainees on their jobs, and replies to questions about foreign trainees
in respondents’ local areas were necessarily speculative. Of the two who
did work with foreign trainees, one had worked with (Chinese and Fili-
pino) students (treated as trainees) for up to two years and remarked that
their aptitude was no match for Japanese employees and that their attitude
towards work was ‘‘ordinary’’. But a second respondent knew of Korean
trainees in the same company and thought that they were diligent.

I specifically asked the survey participants to identify possible positive
and negative impacts that foreign trainees might have on their local area.
Seven respondents indicated the following as the most positive effects:
trainees help local companies to save on labour costs; they contribute to
the healthy development of Japan’s relationship with their home coun-
tries; and they contribute to the internationalization of the respondents’
communities. Six respondents specified the relief of labour shortages in
local companies as the second-most important positive impact; another
six thought that foreign trainees did jobs that many Japanese were un-
willing to take on.

On the negative side, the respondents presented a range of views. The
most serious worry for seven respondents was the worsening of the em-
ployment situation, that is trainees’ competition for jobs with locals; the
decline of wages for local workers concerned six respondents. Eight sub-
jects thought that the presence of foreign trainees imposed additional
costs on local communities in terms of support for education, social
welfare and the construction of living accommodation for them. Five re-
spondents thought that foreign trainees contributed to an increase in
crime.

Should the Japanese government reform its policy regarding foreign
trainees? A majority (14 respondents) indicated ‘‘I don’t know’’. Six re-
spondents expressed mixed feelings about this question. The additional
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observations that the respondents offered gave a clearer picture of what
these feelings were. A 42-year-old piano teacher wrote, ‘‘These days, no
matter how you look at it, employment for Japanese is serious. At the
level of human feelings, foreign workers can be accepted. Nonetheless,
would it not be better to admit them when the Japanese economy has
turned around?’’ A 66-year-old housewife did not want to see more for-
eign trainees in Japan and remarked that Japan’s superpower status was
a thing of the past. She asked, ‘‘Why do we have illegal foreign workers?
. . . The government should focus on bringing in foreign workers through
legal channels.’’

Other respondents were more receptive to the presence of foreign
workers in Japan but were nonetheless concerned about some aspects
of foreign labour. For example, a 47-year-old part-time worker wrote,
‘‘Many young Japanese are reluctant to take the 3-K jobs (kitsui, hard;
kiken, dangerous; and kitanai, dirty). Foreigners come in and work hard,
because they do it simply for money. But foreigners enter to take the en-
tertainment jobs, which is an offence [to] the foreign women’s dignity.
The Japanese government should focus on creating jobs that have a pos-
itive influence on the Japanese society.’’ An elementary school teacher,
47, remarked, ‘‘In our prefecture too, we often hear [of] foreigners com-
mitting crimes. It is sad that the image of all foreigners is tainted due to
the behavior of a few. Both Japanese and foreigners should make an ef-
fort to increase mutual understanding and benefit from the better parts of
their respective spheres of life.’’ Another respondent, 41, who had once
taught Japanese to an Indonesian trainee, echoed the same sentiment,
stating, ‘‘It is true that the increase in foreign workers has contributed to
the worsening of crimes. Viewed from outside, Japan is an attractive so-
ciety. But the Japanese way of life is insular. Does that not also make it
easy for foreigners to commit crimes?’’ A 48-year-old respondent wrote,
‘‘In the age of globalization, it is important for the government to devise
programs that can promote serious exchange of technological learning
and keep such exchanges going on a regular basis.’’ She added, however,
that a farm near her house was simply ‘‘making use of foreign trainees as
manual labour under the disguise of ‘training’ ’’ and warned that ‘‘At
best, upon their return, the foreigners will have earned some money,
and they can act as tour guides for Japanese.’’

On balance, the respondents expressed more negative than positive
sentiments about the presence of foreign labourers. Many of them no
longer see Japan as a proud source of learning for poorer countries of
the world. They are unfamiliar with the details of the Japanese govern-
ment’s policies for importing foreign unskilled labour through the trainee
programme. Still, they expressed a desire for a change in the govern-
ment’s policy towards the import of foreign labourers.
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Niigata Prefecture and Niigata City officials’ views of
Niigata–China ties

In January 2002, I distributed the same questionnaire among Niigata Pre-
fecture and Niigata City officials, including those who were in charge of
managing their administration’s relations with China. I received 30 re-
plies a month later.

The first noticeable difference between the government officials and
the ordinary citizens who responded to my survey was that the former
group appeared to be far more reluctant to identify themselves. Only 13
officials did so, including seven males (three in their 30s and four in their
40s) and six females (two in their 40s, one in her 30s and three in their
20s). More significantly, most of the government officials were selective
in answering questions. They either left some questions unanswered or
chose answers from lists of alternatives provided without offering any ex-
planation. Several possible reasons can be given for this: a lack of time in
their busy schedules, a lack of familiarity with the questions asked and
job rotation in the Japanese personnel system.26

The second noticeable difference between government officials and or-
dinary citizens was that the former were far more cautious in expressing
their views. Those officials with no contacts at all with Chinese people
simply skipped many questions. In contrast, most of the ordinary Niigata
residents surveyed did not hesitate to comment on their images of Chi-
nese people regardless of the amount of experience or knowledge that
they could claim about China.

Half the 30 prefecture and city administration officials had regular
contacts with Chinese citizens, seven of them on a daily basis, six on a
weekly basis and two on a monthly basis. Most of the other respondents
had no contact with Chinese. Outside the work environment, however, 18
respondents had no contact with Chinese, and another six reported only
occasional contact. Only one official had daily contact with a Chinese cit-
izen: he had a Chinese wife. There was also only one person who had
weekly contact with Chinese. She had spent seven years in Shenyang
studying Chinese, returning to Niigata in 2000. This respondent, a lady
in her 20s, was the obvious exception. She said that she maintained regu-
lar contact with friends in China by e-mail and telephone and socialized
with other Chinese living in Niigata.

How can the limited social interaction between Japanese and Chinese
in Niigata be explained? Some interviewees indicated people’s busy lives
as a reason. Another, perhaps more important, reason may be that Japa-
nese and Chinese people want to avoid having to discuss controversial
issues in China–Japan relations, issues that permeate Japanese news re-
ports on bilateral relations.27 I went to a lunar New Year’s party orga-
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nized by the Niigata International Association for Chinese residents and
found only one Chinese family and four other Chinese there. Also, half
the Japanese people who came to the party were over 60. This was
clearly a sign of lack of interest among younger Japanese in meeting Chi-
nese people.

The Niigata government officials had a variety of impressions of
the Chinese individuals they had met. The positive characteristics they
attributed to the Chinese they had encountered at work included
‘‘broad-minded’’, ‘‘strong’’, ‘‘hard-working’’, ‘‘reasonable’’, ‘‘friendly’’,
‘‘cheerful’’, ‘‘smart’’, ‘‘well-mannered’’ and ‘‘honest’’. Among the nega-
tive features were ‘‘very quick to express opinions’’, ‘‘unwilling to admit
his/her own error’’, ‘‘short-sighted’’, ‘‘stingy’’ and ‘‘rough’’. By contrast,
the officials’ impressions of the Chinese people they had met outside the
work environment were very positive: ‘‘diligent’’, ‘‘friendly’’, ‘‘sociable’’
and ‘‘good at cooking’’.

How did the government officials assess their knowledge of China?
Only two of them said that they were very knowledgeable; they had
each spent over five years studying in China. Four officials considered
themselves ‘‘somewhat knowledgeable’’ about China. Twenty respon-
dents said that they were ‘‘not very knowledgeable’’ and two admitted to
having no knowledge about China at all. Their self-acknowledged dearth
of knowledge was related to their lack of interest in meeting Chinese
people in Niigata. Only one-fifth of the respondents indicated some pre-
vious involvement in exchange activities organized by local governments,
and only one respondent said that he had attended a party organized by
Chinese college students in Niigata.

Only a few government respondents gave their views on the movement
of people between China and Japan. Five officials believed that for a var-
iety of reasons the status quo should continue. Their concerns included a
possible increase in crime, competition for living space, Chinese mi-
grants’ lack of language proficiency, necessary to survive in Japanese so-
ciety, and the possibility of many more Chinese families coming to Japan.
Four respondents wanted more Japanese to visit China. They agreed that
it was inevitable for Japan and China to engage in more economic ex-
changes and therefore that it was necessary for more Japanese to develop
an understanding of Chinese society.

In contrast to the ordinary citizens, 67 per cent (20 of 30) of the gov-
ernment officials who responded to the survey were aware of the official
exchanges between Niigata Prefecture and Heilongjiang Province and
between Niigata City and Harbin. Did they think that these exchanges
should be strengthened in the future? They were evenly divided in view.
Half of them thought that there should be more exchanges, and referred
to the need to develop economic exchanges and mutual understanding at

CHINESE MIGRANTS IN NIIGATA 135



the personal level. The other half thought that the status quo was satis-
factory. Two officials cited the stubborn persistence of the history issue
in Japan–China relations as the main obstacle to achieving better results
in local-level diplomacy.

The government officials were rather hesitant to express their opinion
about China and the future of bilateral relations between China and Ja-
pan. Over half of them (18) thought that bilateral relations could be im-
proved but they seemed to want to leave the task to others, presumably
the central governments of the two countries.

In sum, it is difficult to generalize about the survey respondents’ views
on Chinese as individuals, China the country and Japan–China relations.
What is clear is that their opinions are closely related to their job. No
government official showed ‘‘pre-conceived notions’’ about the questions
the survey asked. On the other hand, television and news reports played
as important a role as personal experience dealing with Chinese people.

Reflections on the presence of foreign workers

A solid majority (18 of 30) of the local government officials who re-
sponded to the questionnaire said that they were ‘‘concerned’’ or ‘‘some-
what concerned’’ about the presence of foreign workers in the prefecture.
Nearly half (13) had knowledge of the Japanese government’s foreign
trainee system and noted that the system had begun either in the 1980s
or the 1990s. In addition, they were aware that most foreign labourers in
the prefecture came from China, Russia and Southeast Asia.

The respondents were nearly unanimous in believing that the Japanese
government’s reasons for bringing foreign trainees to Japan were, first, to
promote Japan’s internationalization; second, to provide relief to Japan-
ese industries experiencing labour shortages; and, third, to provide eco-
nomic assistance to developing countries. They were also nearly unani-
mous in their understanding of the reasons why foreign workers came to
Niigata: to learn Japanese manufacturing skills and to earn higher wages
than they could in their home counties. Finally, the respondents were
also knowledgeable about the types of work that foreign workers were
engaged in: engineering, entertainment and food services, and textile
production.

Sixteen of the government respondents reported having worked with
foreigners as part of their job, including Chinese, South Koreans, Ameri-
cans, Indonesians, Brazilians and Mexicans. Among their phrases de-
scribing foreign workers were ‘‘very diligent’’, ‘‘full of questions but basi-
cally constructive’’, ‘‘different from person to person, with a few excellent
ones’’ and ‘‘interesting’’. The officials had more experience of Chinese
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and South Koreans than of people from other countries, and this re-
flected the fact that Niigata has closer ties with these two countries
through trade and investment than with other countries.

It should be noted that the foreigners with whom the government offi-
cials work as part of their job are different from the unskilled foreign
workers in factories in the prefecture’s industries even though they are
both categorized as ‘‘trainees’’. Only one of the respondents to my survey
had direct knowledge of foreign (Chinese) contract workers in the pre-
fecture. This official expressed sympathy towards the Chinese she knew
about. She was concerned that it would be difficult for contract workers
to save any money unless they were willing to work for up to 14 hours a
day. She also noted that the minor incidents in which she was asked to
intervene often resulted from a Japanese floor manager’s impatience
with and authoritarian approach towards a Chinese worker who took
more time than the manager allowed to learn the details of her assign-
ment or her failure to fit in with the norms of factory floor management.
The official also pointed out that the language barrier often contributed
to further frustration on both sides.

There was convergence between the government officials’ and the ordi-
nary residents’ assessments of the impact of the foreign labour presence
on the local economy. On the positive side, the government administra-
tors viewed the foreign workers as contributing to the internationaliza-
tion of the local area and enabling local companies to save on labour
costs. On the negative side, one official wrote, ‘‘All these foreigners are
interested in is money; it is just too superficial to speak of ‘technology
transfer’, ‘mutual understanding’ or anything else.’’ Many officials also
blamed the worsening of the local area’s employment situation and de-
clining wage levels on the presence of cheap foreign labour in the prefec-
ture. Moreover, they attributed the increasing crime rate in the local
communities to the presence of unskilled foreign labourers.

The local government officials were evenly divided in their assessment
of the Japanese government’s programme for importing unskilled foreign
labour. A third of them felt that the government should overhaul the pro-
gramme; another third said that it was difficult to express their view in
one phrase; and the final third simply replied that they had no idea of
what advice to give to the national government. Two officials were more
frank. One Niigata City official wrote, ‘‘We should simply call them [for-
eign trainees] ‘imported labourers’.’’ A prefecture administrator thought
that the national government’s top priority should be to reduce the num-
ber of illegal foreign labourers. But in view of their replies to other parts
of the survey, these two officials were not very knowledgeable about the
actual situation of local foreign labour.
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Conclusion

Several conclusions can be drawn from the above analysis. First, the
review of the history of Niigata’s internationalization efforts revealed
that official contacts between Japan and China at the provincial and local
levels facilitated the movement of people from China to Japan, including
government officials, students and unskilled workers. The prefectural
government’s promotion of Niigata airport as a transportation hub
for north-western Japan also made it easier for the movement of people
and goods between north-eastern Chinese provinces and Niigata. In this
sense, the pursuit of local-level internationalization should have a posi-
tive impact on the local economy.

However, that impact was not readily discernible in the limited surveys
conducted for the present study. As far as the surveys were concerned,
locally organized exchange programmes oriented towards China did not
appear to have had an appreciable impact on the daily life of the people
of Niigata or on the nature of their interaction with Chinese residents in
their communities. For the government officials, there appeared to be few
opportunities for direct interaction with Chinese residents unless they
were assigned to organize or to participate in exchange programmes or
events arranged by their government. There may be more rhetoric than
real change in the locally driven internationalization movement.

In addition, contacts between the ordinary citizens of Niigata Prefec-
ture and Chinese migrants there appeared to be rather limited. Although
one must accept the reality that individuals move across national bound-
aries in order to pursue personal goals in life, the lack of individual con-
tact noted by the survey respondents and interviewees raises questions
about the societal and cultural impact (or lack thereof) of cross-border
human flows in this prefecture. It implies too that Japanese and Chinese
people’s images of one another in Niigata may be affected more by mass
media reports than by personal contacts.

In 2000, the Niigata prefectural government launched a lobbying effort
to invite the Chinese government to install a consulate in the city of Nii-
gata. (As of May 2005, Niigata appeared to have lost in the bidding for
an additional Chinese consulate in Japan to the city of Nagoya.) The pur-
ported benefit would be an expansion of economic cooperation projects
between Japanese and Chinese partners. On the Chinese side as well, fa-
cilitating the export of unskilled labour is a means of relieving pressure
on the domestic labour market. The fact that Chinese are not easily dis-
tinguishable from the majority of the local population perhaps eases the
import of unskilled Chinese labour. It is important, however, that in both
countries social awareness should be raised concerning the complex issues
associated with bringing foreign labour into rural areas of Japan, a glimpse
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of which has been presented in the present study. When the economies of
the north-eastern Chinese provinces gain more momentum, in part as a
result of the Chinese central government’s ‘‘Revitalize the Northeast’’
campaign, there will be reduced pressure for Chinese to enter areas of
rural Japan such as Niigata in search of jobs. And if there is less pressure,
it is possible that Niigata’s pursuit of internationalization will bring more
benefits than agonies, real and/or perceived, in local communities.
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6

Koreans in Japan and Shimane

Mika Merviö

The Korean community among Japanese ethnic minorities

The Korean community is the largest ethnic minority in Japan, and its
history there is closely linked with Japanese imperialism. Uneasy rela-
tions between Japan and the two Korean states have overshadowed the
life of Koreans in Japan. On the one hand, the Japanese authorities, and
even the Japanese public, have expected ethnic minorities to assimilate
and become invisible. On the other hand, inflexible policies related to
naturalization and also exclusion and discrimination against foreigners
have hit the Korean minority hardest.

The biggest wave of migration from Korea to Japan took place in the
1930s and 1940s when, under Japanese colonial rule, hundreds of thou-
sands of Koreans were brought to Japan. After World War II, a large
number of Koreans had to live there without Japanese citizenship, and
faced various forms of discrimination. Nowadays, the Korean community
is made up of people of various types of Korean identity. However, Jap-
anese authorities and statistics usually treat as Korean both people of
South Korean citizenship, called ‘‘Korean permanent residents’’, and
‘‘special permanent residents’’, those Koreans who have North Korean
citizenship (which is not recognized by Japan) and refuse to take South
Korean citizenship. The implication is that many people in Japan assume
that ethnicity can appropriately be described in terms of citizenship and
that those Koreans who are allowed to naturalize are assimilated and
should be seen and treated as Japanese.
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This attitude means that most Japanese are unable to relate to Korean
people in terms of being Japanese with varying degrees of Korean cul-
tural background (compare them to Japanese Americans) and an asset
to Japanese society. This is regrettable because under the pressures of
globalization, Japan badly needs people with multicultural backgrounds
and intercultural skills. The South Koreans and older generations of
Koreans in Japan often have problems in facing the reality of de facto
Japanization of Koreans in Japan. The Korean community has to juggle
conflicting expectations, and many individuals have developed skills en-
abling them to adopt and switch roles and be part of several commu-
nities: Japanese, Japanese Korean and Korean. However, as this chapter
shows, an absence of support for Korean culture and multiculturalism is
contributing to the assimilation of Koreans in Japan and with it a loss of
Korean identity.

Demography and statistics

Together, the two Korean groups made up 82.6 per cent of all foreigners,
excluding tourists, legally in Japan in 1982. Although the absolute num-
ber of permanent Korean residents has been relatively stable over the
decades, the number of other foreigners has grown steadily. In 1993, Ko-
reans represented 51.7 per cent of registered foreigners in Japan; but by
the end of 2003, they were only 32.1 per cent. Age structure and natural-
ization have together caused a slow but steady decrease in the number of
all (categories of) ‘‘Korean residents’’. Their number dropped from
688,144 in 1992 to 613,791 in 2003 while the total number of foreigners
in Japan grew from 1,281,644 in 1992 to 1,915,030 in 2003.1

However, as mixed marriages with Japanese have become the main-
stream pattern and as there are relatively high levels of naturalization,
the number of people with Korean ancestry (those whose ancestors came
to Japan after the end of the nineteenth century) is steadily increasing
and is already above two million people. It is quite interesting that most
Japanese researchers on ethnic issues are usually not interested in the is-
sue of mixed cultural identities, although this is already the reality, espe-
cially with Japanese citizens of Korean ancestry. Instead, most Japanese
research on Koreans in Japan deals exclusively with those with foreign
citizenship. The term most often used with reference to Koreans in Japan
is Zainichi kankoku chosenjin, meaning ‘‘South Korean (Kankoku)
or North Korean (Chosen) residents’’ in Japan, but it does not differenti-
ate between recent Korean immigrants and third- or fourth-generation
residents born in Japan. The focus is on their legal status as ‘‘resident in
Japan’’ rather than on their actual identity or culture.
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As most Korean residents are born in Japan and ‘‘repatriation’’ largely
stopped in the 1970s, it is quite natural that there are no big differences in
the gender distribution of any age group. There are, however, some dif-
ferences between Koreans and Japanese in Japan. First, there are fewer
children (0–10 years old) among resident Koreans than among the Japa-
nese population of the same age cohort. Second, the proportion of people
65 and older, especially women over 75, is larger among Korean residents
than among Japanese or among other groups of resident foreigners.
Third, there are somewhat larger numbers of Koreans in the 25 to 49 age
bracket, owing to the recent immigration of working-age people from
South Korea.2

In terms of regional distribution, Korean residents in Japan are heavily
concentrated in a few larger cities. The Kansai region and, to some
degree, Fukuoka Prefecture are where Korean residents outnumber all
other ‘‘foreigners’’ and where their sheer number makes the Korean
community visible. In Tokyo, where Koreans have a strong presence,
they have recently been outnumbered by Chinese (112,208 to 101,389).
The regional distribution of Korean residents largely reflects the distribu-
tion of settlement in the colonial period (1910–1945) and the availability
of job opportunities. Korean communities in most rural areas have re-
mained very small.

Community divisions

Koreans in Japan are an increasingly heterogeneous body of people. The
community is divided roughly in half on the basis of its members’ rela-
tionship to or attitude towards the two main Korean organizations in Ja-
pan, Mindan and Chongryun, discussed farther below in this section. The
political division of the Korean peninsula has made it difficult for these
organizations to cooperate on issues of common interest to the Korean
community because Mindan has close relations with the South Korean
government and Chongryun has strong links with the North Korean gov-
ernment. As for ordinary people, this fundamental split is for the most
part ‘‘inherited’’ by families, and it has little to do with the original place
of origin of Korean ancestors (some 98 per cent of the Koreans who
came to Japan during the colonial period were from the present-day
South). Mindan is the more popular organization now, but initially many
Japanese Koreans did not want to join it because of the unpopularity of
South Korean military governments and their close ties to the United
States. The overwhelming majority of Koreans chose to be repatriated
to Korea soon after World War II, and those who remained in Japan
had various personal reasons for staying. The other reason why many
did not join Mindan was that the Koreans most active in social issues be-
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fore and during World War II espoused communist and socialist ideolo-
gies, and after the war they were in a better situation to organize them-
selves and defend the interests of the Korean community.

A further factor adding to the community’s heterogeneity is that dur-
ing the colonial years, some individuals earned reputations as collabor-
ators. In the 1950s, North Korean propaganda against wartime collabor-
ators and yangban (aristocracy) found fertile ground among Koreans in
Japan. Chongryun used the stigma of collaboration against its political
opponents, as most of its supporters came from working people, who
often associated higher social status with collaboration. Mindan could
not afford to show too much understanding for people who, for their mis-
fortune, were perceived as former collaborators; and as a result, accusa-
tions related to real or perceived collaboration poisoned community rela-
tions among Koreans in Japan and even their descendants.

The most important factor in winning hearts for Chongryun has been
its consistent policy of running Korean schools (now numbering about
150, from primary level to a university). In contrast, Mindan has just
four schools. The Japanese government, for its part, has done very little
to help minority education in Japan. On the other hand, a few local gov-
ernments, usually under leftist or independent leaders, have given some
support to Korean schools. After the war, the Americans were slow to
decide whether Koreans in Japan should be treated as Japanese. The
Japanese government did not see the Koreans as Japanese nationals. It
claimed that Koreans residing in Japan were subject to Japanese law, in-
cluding its provisions on compulsory education and curricula. However,
Koreans wanted to have their own schools and were quick to establish
them. Most Japanese authorities were against them from the beginning,
and in 1949 about 350 Korean schools were closed while just three were
approved by the Japanese Ministry of Education. Only after 1955 was
Chongryun able to re-establish Korean schools and get them accredited
by the Ministry of Education as miscellaneous schools.3 But in places, es-
pecially Osaka Prefecture, where the authorities have sympathized with
Korean educational aspirations, there have been so-called ethnic classes
(minzokugakkyu) for Korean children after regular school hours and on
a voluntary basis.4 Nowadays, about 90 per cent of Korean children in
Japan go to regular Japanese schools, and in most cases they hide, more
or less effectively, their Korean background from their classmates.5

It is incorrect to hold Chongryun responsible for all the acts of the
North Korean government. Most members of Chongryun probably have
no idea of the secret operations of the North Korean government. Each
time there is news about North Korean spy activities or the North’s
missile/nuclear programme, hate crimes against Chongryun Koreans
surge; and most attackers escape without being arrested.
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Chongryun is an umbrella organization that directs permanent Korean
residents’ educational, social, political and financial affairs. For many,
there is no other organization that could fill its practical role in these
areas, although this has decreased owing to its bad business decisions
and waning ideological appeal. (Ideologically, it has faced the difficult
task of applying the established North Korean dogma flexibly in a Japa-
nese setting.) In the end, Chongryun has to compete with Mindan for
support among the Korean community and cannot afford to alienate its
supporters. It is functioning in a society that is fundamentally different
from North Korea, and the only way for it to stay influential has been to
remain useful to its supporters, particularly in its most important function
of providing Korean-language education on a large scale.6 But Chong-
ryun schools are facing an economic crisis: there is a decreasing number
of students as a result of demography and assimilation as well as increas-
ing political pressure on it. Korean schools rely heavily on tuition fees (in
the absence of state support), and recent increases in fees are likely to
deal a further blow to attendance.

Mindan has successfully used its relations with the South Korean gov-
ernment and been able to work for gradual improvements in the legal
status of Koreans in Japan. The ideological rigidity of Chongryun educa-
tion has also alienated some Koreans from Chongryun and made them
approach Mindan.7 For ordinary people, the ideological basis of the com-
munity’s division often has remarkably little to do with their own ideo-
logical convictions. As indicated above, people are simply born to either
Mindan or Chongryun, and it is up to individuals how active they become
in one organization or the other.

Assimilation

From the 1950s to the early 1980s, Japanese laws, regulations and prac-
tices regarding foreign nationals were aimed predominantly at dealing
with the Korean community. However, this situation has changed with
the arrival of relatively large numbers of immigrants, mostly from other
Asian countries, and the so-called Nikkeijin (ethnic Japanese) from Latin
America. However, the new immigrant groups have proved to be very
different from each other, and especially from the Koreans. At the same
time, the vast majority of Korean residents have been born and raised
in Japan and been assimilated to such a degree that many of the control
measures were clearly useless or counterproductive if assimilation were
seen to be the main goal. Japanese policies towards the Korean commu-
nity have always had two contradictory objectives: to facilitate total as-
similation and to maintain control, which would be more difficult if Kor-
eans were protected by the rights that come with Japanese citizenship.
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With regard to keeping Koreans under control, one of the most persis-
tent stereotypes in Japan about them is that they are likely to have some
kind of semi-criminal background; this is because many of them work
in so-called ethnic businesses of ill repute or have links with the North
Korean government. One of the most important reasons why many Kor-
eans have started businesses in these fields and why many Koreans con-
tinue to seek employment in them is continued discrimination against
Koreans in the labour market. It is true that between 60 and 70 per cent
of the approximately 20,000 pachinko (game) parlours in Japan are run
by Koreans and that, as they are a significant source of income, their eco-
nomic impact on the Korean community has been enormous. The other
moneymaker for the Korean community in Japan is Korean barbecue
( yakiniku) restaurants. But the problem is that Japanese people often
fail to see that ethnic businesses would not be profitable without Japa-
nese customers.8 It is also the case that many Koreans have links with
the North Korean government through Chongryun. The abduction issue
and North Korea’s missile and nuclear policies have increasingly caused
Japanese people to view anything related to North Korea as questionable
or worse. Therefore, any link with either North Korea or Chongryun has
increasingly been interpreted in the worst possible light.

There are a few high-profile ‘‘success stories’’ of Koreans who have be-
come rich or famous or both on the basis of their own talent. Very often
they are active in the arts, literature or sports, all fields where individual
merit is what counts. However, most of them go by their Japanese names/
aliases, and their Korean identity is a subject of gossip magazines. Among
the exceptional business achievers, the most notable case is Son Ma-
sayoshi, the Bill Gates of Japan. In politics, a Korean background has
thus far been a major handicap because Korean residents cannot vote,
and only two men with a (known) Korean background (Pak Ch’un-gum
and Arai Shokei/Pak Kyong-jae) have been members of the Diet.9 Posi-
tive success stories are important, because they challenge stereotypes
and provide role models for young people. In the long term, it may be
far more important that in recent decades there have been quite a few
lawyers and academics among the Korean community. They have openly
fought against all odds and secured a good education and professional
status, using Japanese laws against the very system that created them.

Social life and marriage

The other big issue that increasingly divides the Korean community is
attitudes towards mixed marriages, with Japanese people. Since the mid-
1970s, a majority of marriages involving Koreans in Japan have been
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with Japanese citizens (some of whom are of Korean background); and in
the 1990s, this kind of marriage reached well over 80 per cent. But a
mixed marriage does not necessarily signify total assimilation, and it is a
clear problem that Japanese society does not support bi- or multicultural-
ism. Even some Japanese Koreans turn their backs on people who live in
mixed marriages.

The issue of mixed marriage is closely tied to the citizenship issue, be-
cause for most people of mixed Korean and Japanese parentage, it is
practical to renounce their Korean citizenship when they have to decide
about this at the age of 22. Keeping Korean citizenship would suddenly
make them subject to various forms of discrimination. Aspects of identity
such as status of citizenship, a Korean/Japanese surname and the use of
aliases divide the Korean community. In addition, the Korean commu-
nity experiences all the social divisions resulting from occupation, educa-
tion, wealth and gender. Especially for the older generations, the cultural
divisions between different provinces of what is South Korea have also
been preserved. In all, these divisions make the social lives of Japanese
Koreans very complicated.

Approximately 90 per cent of Japanese Koreans normally use their un-
official ‘‘Japanese names’’ or Japanese pronunciations of their names.
When most Japanese Koreans learn early on to hide their true identity,
it becomes difficult for them (especially outside the Chongryun commu-
nity) to widen their social contacts with other Koreans. Therefore, most
young Japanese Koreans hide their Korean identity in their daily lives
and end up socializing mostly with Japanese people. In some areas of
the Kansai region, there are so many people of Korean background that
there is no point in hiding it. The concealment of one’s ‘‘true’’ identity
and the use of aliases are typical patterns of behaviour within the Korean
community in Japan. Effectiveness in passing as Japanese in daily life has
a particularly large impact on marriage prospects, as it is often difficult
for Koreans to find eligible Korean partners. Revealing one’s Korean
identity also tests severely the depth of love in Japanese–Korean ro-
mances. However, the large number of mixed marriages testifies to the
possibility of accepting Koreans as individuals in Japan and to the grow-
ing number of Japanese who are not readily deterred by discrimination
and feudalistic conventions.10

As for marriages, statistics also reveal that from the early 1970s, mar-
riages between Japanese men and Korean women have been far more
commonplace than those between Japanese women and Korean men.
The difference was the widest in 1990, but has since narrowed. In 1990
and 1995, mixed marriages involving Japanese and Korean citizens were
83.7 per cent and 82.2 per cent respectively of all mixed marriages in
Japan. They consisted of marriages between Korean men and Japanese
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women (19.5 per cent and 31.7 per cent respectively) and Korean women
and Japanese men (64.2 per cent and 50.5 per cent respectively). Immi-
gration data show that the number of Koreans entering Japan as ‘‘the
spouse of a Japanese national’’ in those two years was 578 and 916 peo-
ple respectively. The overwhelming majority of these marriages are be-
tween Japanese men and Korean women.11 This gender difference has
many explanations, as both categories (Korean/Japanese citizens) are
quite heterogeneous. For instance, some of the Japanese grooms and
brides have Korean roots. Gender roles in both countries place different
expectations on men and women, and there are gender-specific differ-
ences in the construction of ethnic identity, national stereotypes and
nationalism. The result is that in mixed marriages in both countries, men
and women prefer different nationalities when they select their spouses.
Both traditional and modern introductory services and practices involv-
ing Korean residents in Japan are more effective in finding husbands for
women. In some cases, the higher income levels in Japan have helped to
make Japanese men more marketable. Available statistics reveal that
Korean men who are permanent residents have significant problems in
getting married, and this can be explained at least partly by the fact that
the eldest son faces the strongest pressure not to marry outside the fam-
ily’s ethnic group.12

New migration

For many years, new migration from both Koreas to Japan was tightly
controlled by all three governments. However, there was a new wave of
migration from Korea to Japan after the South Korean government liber-
alized travel restrictions in 1988. The rise of the South Korean economy
has been reflected by the number of Korean professionals living in Japan.
On the other hand, South Koreans have been among the leading ethnic
groups on the official list of ‘‘illegal immigrants’’ in Japan. For many
South Koreans, Japan is a large and wealthy neighbour in which to work
and study or to try their luck for a time. Most newcomers go to large
cities with good employment and educational opportunities. Their situa-
tion is radically different from that of the vast majority of the ethnic Ko-
reans who have been born and raised in Japan and have never had a re-
alistic option of ‘‘going back’’ to Korea. In particular, the difference in
the degree of assimilation into Japanese life affects relations between
newcomers and Japan-born resident Koreans. In other words, these
groups have little in common except exposure to Japanese discrimina-
tion. However, because of job discrimination, the Korean community in
Japan has, as noted earlier, relied heavily for a long time on so-called

148 CROSSING NATIONAL BORDERS



ethnic businesses for employment; and these businesses have also pro-
vided employment for some newly arriving Koreans.

Students play a special role among new Korean migrants to Japan. As
of the end of 2002, there were 110,415 foreigners with a student visa in
Japan, and Koreans (15.5 per cent) were the second largest group of for-
eign students after the Chinese (66.8 per cent). The number of Korean
students in Japan rose moderately, from 12,381 in 1998 to 17,091 in
2002, while the number of Chinese students more than doubled, from
32,370 to 73,795.13 After completing their studies, South Korean students
have more realistic prospects of finding work in Japan or South Korea
and are therefore in a completely different situation from most long-
term Korean residents in Japan.

In 2002, there were 1,472,096 registered new entrants to Japan of indi-
viduals with South Korean citizenship/place of birth. The total number of
non-Japanese who newly entered the country was 5,771,975. This means
that South Korea was number one on the list of citizenship/place of birth
of people entering Japan, followed by Taiwan (with 909,654) and the
United States (with 755,196). The number of tourists from Korea was
577,946 people. This number is relatively small in view of the short
distance between the two countries, and is even smaller than that of
Taiwanese tourists (735,526). However, in the short-term business visa
category, South Koreans are in their own group, with 341,781 new visas,
followed by US citizens (233,001). In the categories of short-term
cultural/academic activities (18,683 visas) and short-term family visits
(70,208 visas), South Koreans are also at the top of the list.14

There is also a relatively strong South Korean official and business
presence in Japan. In the categories of education, engineering, entertain-
ment and mixed marriages, South Koreans are well represented. All the
same, immigration from South Korea to Japan is still tightly controlled,
and new immigrants from South Korea are closely screened.15

The issue of nationality

Hostile relations between Japan and North Korea have created addi-
tional obstacles to improving the legal status of Koreans in Japan.
The Japanese authorities have wanted to maintain strict control over
all Koreans because of the perceived security risks instead of trying
to see to the human, social and cultural rights of this large minority
community. As citizenship is used as a tool of control, some authors de-
scribe Japanese citizenship practices, both formal rules and informal
requirements such as changing the surname, as institutional or systemic
discrimination.16
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In 1965, Japan recognized South Korea diplomatically and concluded
a peace treaty with it. Since then, those Japanese Koreans who have
wanted to take South Korean citizenship have been treated as perman-
ent residents, provided that they have lived in Japan since 1945 or
have been born there. As the Japanese government does not recognize
North Korea, it treats Chongryun Koreans as resident aliens, not as
North Korean nationals. However, in recent decades it has gradually
liberalized the granting of permanent residence on an ‘‘exceptional
basis’’ to those Koreans who are not South Korean citizens. Japan’s rati-
fication of the International Covenant on Human Rights in 1979 was
helpful in improving the situation of resident-alien Koreans. After these
measures had settled the legal status of Koreans in Japan, there were by
1990 over 323,000 South Koreans who had been granted a permanent
residence permit and 268,000 who had permanent residence on an excep-
tional basis.

In 1991, the foreign ministers of Japan and South Korea signed a mem-
orandum aimed at reforming the Japanese Alien Registration Law and
the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act and changing
those practices seen as discriminatory against Koreans in Japan and a
source of friction in Japanese–Korean relations. The memorandum cov-
ered practical issues relating to immigration control, alien registration,
education, the appointment of teachers in state schools and the appoint-
ment of permanent residents to public office.17 It was followed by rela-
tively rapid changes in legislation and even in the attitudes of Japanese
civil servants.18

The impact of the 1991 memorandum extended to all Korean residents
when, in 1992, all Korean permanent residents were made ‘‘special
permanent residents’’. Moreover, fingerprinting, which is still used to
register other foreigners, was abolished and re-entry permits for special
permanent residents were made multiple and valid for a maximum time
of five years. Despite these changes, a lack of understanding of Koreans’
status still frequently causes discrimination, and a non-Japanese national-
ity is still widely used as an excuse for excluding Koreans from employ-
ment, education and business life.

Since the establishment of diplomatic relations with South Korea in
1965, Japan has had to take into consideration the wishes of the South
Korean government on matters that affect the lives of Koreans in Japan
with South Korean nationality. Early on, the military governments of
South Korea were not in a good position to preach human rights to Ja-
pan. With the democratization of South Korean society, however, Japan
increasingly had to worry about its public image in South Korea. Also, in
Japan many people raised their voice against the more unreasonable
practices that Koreans were subjected to.
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Naturalization is a tempting option for some as a way to avoid various
forms of discrimination. Since the 1990s, about 10,000 Koreans have
changed their citizenship each year, and there are signs that the rate of
naturalization will remain high for the foreseeable future. Japanese natu-
ralization practices (not law) have emphasized the importance of select-
ing a Japanese name; and with a Japanese name and their outward
appearance, most Japanese Koreans pass as Japanese.19 The Japanese
government’s insistence upon maintaining the household registration
(koseki) system adds weight to the rigid interpretation of nationality in
Japan. Koseki excerpts are routinely used in Japan to check the back-
ground of people and to keep their privacy to a minimum. Because only
Japanese nationals can have koseki registration, an inability to produce
one has become the favourite method of employers and businesses to
exclude foreigners from work.20 In addition, the koseki excerpt includes
information that has helped to maintain discrimination against other
groups, such as burakumin.21

The possibility of extending voting rights to permanent residents as
well as opening public jobs to them has been discussed widely in Japan.
Many ‘‘progressive’’ prefectures have gradually opened more and more
job categories to foreign job seekers. This largely means Korean perma-
nent residents, because most of these jobs require native-speaker fluency
in Japanese and a Japanese educational background. However, the cen-
tral government has fought against this by interpreting the ‘‘exercise of
public authority’’ in a narrow way. The most influential politicians within
the Liberal Democratic Party have opposed the granting of voting rights
to foreigners in any elections on the basis that foreigners should first be-
come Japanese citizens if they want to vote. This argument has increased
the pressure to make the naturalization process less complicated.22

Case study: Koreans in Shimane Prefecture

At the end of 2002, there were 1,071 registered Koreans living in Shi-
mane Prefecture. They were the second-largest group of non-Japanese
people there, after the Chinese (1,790), and were ahead of people with a
Philippines passport (1,022).23 The total population of Shimane in 2000
was 761,503; and with its relatively small number of Koreans and other
foreigners, it may typify a predominantly rural prefecture in which the
Korean community is not very visible.

The great majority of Shimane Koreans (720) live in the four largest
cities (see table 6.1), and the only cities where Koreans are the largest
ethnic minority are Masuda and Yasugi. There is no single place in the
prefecture with a conspicuous Korean presence. Indeed, for many ‘‘ordi-
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nary’’ Japanese the presence of Koreans goes largely unnoticed. There
are quite a few towns and villages without one Korean resident. In this
respect, Koreans are in a different situation from all other, larger groups
of foreigners. First of all, they are the only group of foreign citizens
whose number has steadily decreased in the post-war era, in contrast,
for instance, to the Brazilians, who are true newcomers and stand out by
concentrating in just two locations and working for a small number of rel-
atively large enterprises in Shimane.

After World War II, most Koreans left Shimane, as is shown in table
6.2. The number of those who remained continued to decline until the
early 1970s, when it began to stabilize. (In the post-war period, the Japa-
nese population of Shimane has also been in steady decline, and many
young Japanese have sought jobs and education outside the prefecture.)
As the Kansai region is relatively close by, it is only natural that some
Shimane Koreans have moved there. Koreans in Shimane have moved
for jobs to cities (in the prefecture and elsewhere) where employment is

Table 6.1 The largest concentrations of Koreans in Shimane, 2001

Area name Number of Koreans Total number of residents (2000)

Matsue 276 153,616
Izumo 200 87,330
Hamada 134 47,187
Masuda 110 50,128
Yasugi 64 30,520
Gotsu 56 25,773
Oda 47 33,609
Mito 25 2,691
Yoshida 20 2,434

Source: Shimane Prefecture.

Table 6.2 Korean residents in Shimane, 1913–1990

Year Number Year Number

1913 51 1947 6,138
1920 717 1950 5,828
1930 2,733 1960 4,007
1940 8,075 1970 1,555
1942 9,803 1980 1,270
End of war c. 40,000 1990 1,326

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka [Another internationalization: Do you know about the issue of
Korean residents?], Matsue: Shimaneken Somubu Kokusaika, Shimane Prefec-
ture, 1997, pp. 1–3.
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provided by Korean ethnic businesses such as restaurants, pachinko par-
lours, construction and used goods.24 In short, Koreans in Shimane have
major problems in finding employment outside the ethnic community;
and if they do find it, they are likely to move outside the prefecture.

As for the ancestral origins of the Koreans in Shimane, the list in 1996
of Shimane Korean families by Korean province was as follows: Kyong-
sangnam-do: 586 people, 45.7 per cent; Kyongsangbuk-do: 402 people,
31.4 per cent; Chollanam-do: 93 people, 7.2 per cent; Pusan City: 46 peo-
ple, 3.6 per cent; and others: 155 people, 12.1 per cent.25

The two south-eastern provinces of South Korea, with the city of Pusan
next to them, are the origin of some 80 per cent of the Koreans in Shi-
mane. This geographical origin, together with a shared interest in the
Tokdo–Takeshima territorial dispute between Japan and Korea, has
been one of the main reasons why Shimane has selected Kyongsangbuk-
do as its sister prefecture/province. On the Korean side, Tokdo belongs
to the County of Ullungdo Island, which is part of Kyongsangbuk-do; on
the Japanese side, the same islands are under the jurisdiction of the Oki
Islands, which are part of Shimane Prefecture. This political relationship
is the most significant and active direct foreign official relationship that
Shimane Prefecture has.26

The International Section of Shimane Prefecture’s General Affairs Of-
fice has conducted, in cooperation with local organizations representing
both sides (Mindan and Chongryun) of the Korean community, a survey
to find out the basic distinctive life patterns of the Korean community in
Shimane. Questionnaires were distributed by mail to all Korean residents
(above the age of 20) twice, in February 1991 and February 1996. (On
the respondents to the latter survey, see table 6.3.)

In addition, the same office conducted in 2000 a general survey of all
foreigners in Shimane, sending a questionnaire to 4,728 foreigners. The
return rate was 1,244 (26.3 per cent), of whom 234 were Korean resi-
dents, representing 18.8 per cent of all respondents.27

The Korean community is relatively small, and respondents would
have had good reason to refrain from answering if they felt that it would
be difficult to protect their anonymity. The reasons why so many did not

Table 6.3 Shimane Korean respondents to 1996 survey

Age 20s 30s 40s 50s 60s 70s Total

Registered Koreans 164 202 240 153 110 129 998
Returned replies 41 44 48 45 43 40 261
Percentage 25.0 21.8 20.0 29.4 39.1 31.0 26.2

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 5.
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return their questionnaire are not clear. The main difference between the
1991 and 1996 surveys and the 2000 survey was that the latter was mostly
concerned about whether respondents had problems with the Japanese
language or with using various public services. By contrast, the survey of
Koreans asked questions that were more substantive and were sensitive
for Shimane Koreans. Shimane Prefecture issued a publication in 2002
that tells the history of Koreans in Japan and Shimane and shows the re-
sults of the survey of 1991 and 1996. It adds examples of situations in-
volving Shimane Koreans.28

Migration

Of the 998 respondents, 58 per cent were born outside Shimane, 84 of
them in other parts of Japan and 67 in Korea. Among the post-war gen-
eration (people below 40), there was a large gender difference: 60 per
cent of the women were born outside Shimane and 35 per cent in Korea;
of the men, only 23 per cent were born outside Shimane and just one was
born in Korea. As we know that the Korean population in Japan de-
creased rapidly from the 1950s to the 1970s, it seems that at the same
time as many Koreans were leaving Shimane, other ethnic Koreans were
coming in; and women were a majority of the newcomers. Most new mi-
grants who came to Shimane from Korea were also women.

Marriage

Table 6.4 shows a very strong tendency among Shimane Koreans to
choose their marriage partners from within their own ethnic community.
This finding contrasts with the overwhelming tendency among younger

Table 6.4 Marital status of Koreans in Shimane (%)

1991 survey* 1996 survey

Married to other Koreans 88.7 82.4
Married to Koreans with Japanese citizenship 0.4 1.9
Married to ethnic Japanese 9.9 13.9
Other – 0.5
Not known 1.1 1.4
Total married 84.0 82.7
Total unmarried 14.1 16.9
Total not known 1.8 0.4

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 6.
* The figures in this column have been rounded to the closest decimal.
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Japanese Koreans to marry Japanese citizens, a decades-long tendency
among resident Koreans in the rest of the country. However, the differ-
ence between the 1991 and the 1996 surveys indicates that Shimane is
rapidly moving in the same direction as the rest of the country. Among
the youngest age group (people in their 20s), mixed marriages had
reached 57 per cent; and among those in their 30s, 36 per cent had a
non-Korean spouse. In interpreting these results, we have to keep in
mind that Korean organizations were consulted when the survey was
planned; and it is possible that among the 26.2 per cent of the Koreans
in Shimane in 1996 who replied, those active in Korean organizations
and having a strong Korean identity were over-represented.

Education

In the 1996 survey, the respondents were asked what schools they had
attended or were attending (see table 6.5).

There is a strong tendency towards a rising degree of education among
the ethnic Koreans in Shimane. This reflects a general trend among Ko-
reans in Japan, to the extent that the general educational level of the sur-
vey respondents is very close to the national averages in all three stages
of education.29 As for so-called ethnic education, the respondents in-
cluded a relatively large number of people who had attended Korean

Table 6.5 Educational background of Koreans in Shimane, 1996

Educational level Number

Secondary school (%) 27.4
Korean ethnic school 3
Japanese schools 43
School in Korea 12

High school (%) 50.0
Korean ethnic school 21
Japanese schools 72
School in Korea 13

University (%) 22.2
Korean ethnic school 14
Japanese schools 31
School in Korea 3

Total 212
Korean ethnic school 38
Japanese schools 146
School in Korea 28

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 7.
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ethnic schools and even Korea University graduates. On the other hand,
educational opportunities in the prefecture have been limited; and even
among the Japanese population, there has been a strong pattern of mov-
ing out of the prefecture for higher education or for better employment.
As for the educational ‘‘elite’’ among Shimane Koreans, there are very
few people who have come from Korea with university degrees. This is
understandable, as there have been and are limited employment oppor-
tunities in Shimane for first-generation Koreans with a professional back-
ground. Also, the relatively large number of Korea University graduates
is explained by the existence of a Korean school in Matsue.

Language

In the two surveys, the respondents were asked as well about their use of
and facility in the Korean language (see table 6.6).

The proportion of respondents who said that they spoke Korean often
at home was 18 per cent. Those who spoke Japanese often amounted to
60 per cent and those who spoke only Japanese at home came to 22 per
cent. Over 80 per cent stated that they communicated mostly in Japanese.
Knowledge of Korean among Shimane Koreans seemed to be fairly good
compared to trends among Koreans throughout Japan. However, the use
of Korean seems to correlate strongly with attendance of ethnic schools.
Few parents seem to teach Korean systematically to their children, who
attend Japanese schools, or otherwise make an effort to help them to be-
come bilingual. If the current trend continues, it is likely that the number
of Koreans who do not know even the basics of their ‘‘mother language’’
will increase rapidly. As for the terms bokokugo (mother tongue) and
kokugo (national language, i.e. Japanese) and wagakuni (our country),
which are used widely in Japan, numerous Koreans have pointed out
that in many schools, Korean students have been corrected/failed if they
have replaced these nationalistic terms by more neutral ones, such as ni-
hongo (Japanese) or nihon (Japan).

Table 6.6 Respondents’ facility in Korean language (%)

1991 survey 1996 survey

Know well 27.6 28.7
Know somewhat 21.2 15.3
Know basic vocabulary 26.1 29.1
Do not know 22.4 26.8

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 8.
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Korean customs at home

Table 6.7 shows the extent of the practice of Korean customs at home.
The great majority of Koreans in Shimane keep at least some Korean
customs alive. However, even in the short period between 1991 and
1996, there was a clear pattern of declining observance, although at the
same time those who claimed that they did not observe any Korean cus-
toms had virtually disappeared. Since the 1990s, there has indeed been a
greater popular acceptance of some aspects of Korean culture in Japan,
such as food and popular culture.

Relations with Japanese

The 1996 survey asked the respondents if their co-workers and neigh-
bours knew about their Korean ethnic background (see table 6.8). It
also asked about their use of a Japanese alias (see table 6.9).

These figures reveal a strong tendency among Shimane Koreans to
have a Japanese alias. They recognize that most acquaintances know that
they are Korean but they still use their unofficial Japanese name widely.

Table 6.7 Respondents’ practice of Korean customs at home (%)

1991 survey 1996 survey

Cuisine 92.3 91.6
Ethnic clothing 88.7 82.8
Festival/rituals 77.6 69.7
Wedding rituals 67.2 58.2
Books, records 58.9 49.0
Nothing 6.1 1.1

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 8.

Table 6.8 Awareness of respondents’ Korean ethnic background among co-
workers and neighbours (%), 1996

Co-workers Neighbours

All know 63.6 71.6
Some know 20.3 22.6
No one knows 1.1 1.1
Do not know 3.1 4.2
Unclear 11.9 0.4

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 10.

KOREANS IN JAPAN AND SHIMANE 157



As for the reasons for this practice, the most popular answer was ‘‘no
reason at all’’.

In recent years, there has been a campaign among the Japanese Ko-
rean community to get rid of Japanese aliases and start using Korean
names; and especially for younger Koreans, the decision to start using
their real name signifies ‘‘coming out’’ and letting others know about
their Korean background. Some naturalized Koreans have been able to
restore their original Korean name after a long legal battle. However, in
rural Shimane, there is less point in trying to hide one’s Korean identity.
The inability of respondents to give clear reasons for their use of aliases
may indicate that there is less bitterness there about this practice than
among Koreans in some other areas of the country. The use of Japanese
names among Koreans goes back to the days of Japanese colonial rule
when Koreans were forced to use Japanese names. Koreans as individ-
uals can avoid discrimination if they use Japanese names. Also, some
Japanese employers still require their Korean personnel to use Japanese
aliases, because they do not want their customers to know that they have
employed Koreans. Moreover, the use of aliases often goes in families;
and once a family starts to use a Japanese name, it is difficult to discon-
tinue its use.

Japanese friends

As for socializing with Japanese, 24.1 per cent of respondents to the 1996
survey said that they had many Japanese friends, 55.2 per cent indicated
that they had some Japanese friends and 20.3 per cent said that they had
no Japanese friends. The most important factor in explaining these find-
ings is attendance at ethnic Korean schools. Forty per cent of those who

Table 6.9 Shimane Koreans’ use of Japanese aliases (%)

1991 survey 1996 survey

People who have a Japanese alias 84.7 82.0
Using only official (Korean) name 2.2 5.1
Using official (Korean) name often 9.8 9.3
Using both about the same 18.8 15.4
Using Japanese alias often 35.1 22.9
Using mostly Japanese alias 26.1 40.2
Unclear 8.0 7.0
People who do not have a Japanese alias 10.1 10.3
People who previously had a Japanese alias 4.6 6.9
Unclear 0.6 0.8

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, p. 10.
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had attended ethnic schools said that they had no Japanese friends. This
pattern has also been documented in many other studies conducted else-
where in Japan.30 Those students who attend ethnic Korean schools tend
to have few close contacts with Japanese people. In addition, all Korea
University students live on campus, and the most realistic employment
opportunity for many of them is to become a teacher at an ethnic Korean
school.

Experiences of discrimination

Discrimination is experienced in public administration (according to 25.7
per cent of the respondents), working life (18.8 per cent), neighbour-
hoods (16.1 per cent), school education (26.4 per cent), marriage (8.0 per
cent) and ‘‘other’’ (8.8 per cent). It is remarkable that so few people com-
plained about public sector discrimination, because many state policies
are highly discriminatory against Koreans. However, many respondents
probably interpreted the question to mean whether they personally had
been harassed in a particularly cruel manner. The highest rate of discrim-
ination was recorded in education, and this apparently reflects the Japan-
ese school system’s inability to tolerate differences and control rampant
bullying among pupils.

The future

The 1991 and 1996 surveys both asked about respondents’ future plans
(see table 6.10).

The choices presented in table 6.10 are based on the present situation
concerning citizenship status laws and the political, economic and social
situation in Japan, South Korea and North Korea. However, it is clear
that most Shimane Koreans are so deeply assimilated that they would
have few prospects in any future Korea. The limited job opportunities in
Shimane make it unlikely that there will be a significant new influx of

Table 6.10 Shimane Koreans’ plans (%)

1991 survey 1996 survey

Want to return to mother country 5.5 7.3
Continue to have resident Korean status 66.3 57.5
Naturalization 17.2 23.0
Other 7.7 6.9
Unclear 3.4 5.4

Source: Mo Hitotsu no Kokusaika. Zainichi Kankoku-Chosenjin no Mondai o
Gozonjidesuka, pp. 8 and 14.
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people of Korean background. On the contrary, it is likely that many
younger Koreans will leave Shimane to find better job and educational
opportunities.

Conclusions

Naturalization and assimilation will undoubtedly be the destiny of many
Korean people in Japan, and the Korean community will become even
less visible while other minority groups grow in size. Most permanent
Korean residents can be seen as ‘‘culturally Japanese’’, and their needs
are modest – quite different from those of most other (more recent)
groups of immigrants in Japan.

The most urgent task is to eradicate all forms of discrimination and
pave the way for a culturally more diverse and tolerant Japanese society.
If Japan does not find ways to deal with a minority group that is largely
monolingual in Japanese and physically indistinguishable from Japanese,
then there is little hope for its successful globalization. There is a need to
rethink how the legal status of permanent resident Koreans could better
reflect the special and changing circumstances of their life in Japan and
how the Japanese government and the international community could
protect their rights, including cultural rights.

The establishment of dual citizenship would be a good start, and this
would require close coordination between the Japanese and South Ko-
rean governments. The most important issue concerning Korean cultural
rights is the future of Korean schools in Japan. By denying support to
Korean cultural rights and to education in the Korean language, the Jap-
anese authorities have divided the Korean community between those
who try to minimize discrimination and gradually (and often grudgingly)
assimilate and the Chongryun-led camp, which has actively resisted Jap-
anese cultural influence. The Japanese authorities should realize that bad
treatment of Koreans in Japan is the main reason why even among third-
and fourth-generation Japan-born Koreans there is much support for
North Korea. They should recognize too that it would be in the interest
of Japanese society to make the Korean community feel that the Jap-
anese government takes into account their interests and concerns as well.

New immigration from Korea is limited, and only a major political
change could open the borders for significantly larger numbers of Kor-
eans to settle in Japan. Real political leadership and vision is required to
push through a free trade agreement (FTA) between Japan and South
Korea, which would provide also for the free movement of people.
An FTA would serve well the political and economic interests of both
countries, and could demonstrate the virtues of multiculturalism in each
society and the broader region of Northeast Asia. However, successful
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implementation of this scheme would require changes in both states’
legislation and administrative practices, especially in the fields of immi-
gration and the protection of human rights.
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Part IV

Migration issues in the Korean
peninsula and Mongolia





7

North Koreans in China:
Sorting fact from fiction

Hazel Smith

The presence of North Korean migrants in China has become a source
of international political controversy even though very little knowledge
is available as to the number involved, the migrants’ reasons for migrat-
ing, their conditions and patterns of living in China and the outcomes for
individuals and their families of their choice to migrate.1 Instead, largely
unfounded speculation has substituted for factual analysis and sober re-
search, with the serious consequence that the policies of major countries,
including the United States, are being based on hearsay, exaggeration
and heavily skewed ideological agendas.

The purpose of this chapter is to set out what is known about the il-
legal migration of citizens of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK) to China, to identify research lacunae, to suggest ways in which
knowledge of this issue can be improved and to offer some policy options
for states which are responsible for responding to the needs of those
North Koreans living precarious and poverty-stricken existences in
China. I do not deal specifically with the interests, agendas and activities
of foreign governmental and non-governmental actors involved with
North Korean migration to China except insofar as it is necessary to ana-
lyse or to illustrate the primary subject of this research. Such research
and analysis is crucial in order to provide a full understanding of the in-
ternal and external dynamics of North Korean migration to China, but
would warrant a lengthy investigation.

In the chapter, I first clarify the term ‘‘migrants’’ and identify the demo-
graphic and geographical context in which illegal North Korean mi-

165



gration to China takes place. Then I discuss five research problems and
their attendant policy dilemmas. These are the pattern of migration and
the number of migrants; the legal status of North Koreans in China; the
different geographical origins of North Korean migrants; the conditions
in which North Koreans live in China; and the nature of current assis-
tance to North Koreans in China.

Of the five research problems, some have been fairly well covered in
reputable literature, including the better journalistic accounts. Much of
the available data and analysis on North Koreans in China, however,
has been selectively filtered and disseminated in such a way as to support
pre-existing ideological and policy biases, of whatever political hue. Not
all this selection or filtering of facts has come about because of attempts
to wilfully distort evidence. Sometimes, distortion occurs because those
doing the analysis and reporting have relatively little understanding or
experience of what it means to undertake (social) scientific research.
Small interviewing samples undertaken by advocacy groups, for instance,
are regularly used to make huge generalizations about North Koreans in
China that simply cannot be sustained by the size of the sample or the in-
terview methods. On the other hand, some groups do deliberately distort
evidence, knowing that an oversimplified story makes for better press
than an account that might reflect complexity and be more difficult to
convey in sound bites to those abroad who are not familiar with North
Korea or China.

Much more systematic research needs to take place before we can
obtain a clear map of what is happening to North Korean migrants in
China. This chapter is therefore deliberately written as a ‘‘research re-
port’’: it attempts to chart what is reliable knowledge and what is not in
respect of North Koreans in China. On the other hand, it also offers pol-
icy recommendations. We know enough already to be able to provide a
basis for appropriate and realistic policy recommendations to those gov-
ernments whose job it is to make and implement policy towards North
Koreans in China. My own personal preference is in favour of policies
that rapidly respond in a humane way to relieve the severe human inse-
curity experienced by many North Koreans in China today.

Terminology and politics

Terminology is never neutral; and in respect of North Koreans in China it
is part of what is contested, because it reflects competing claims about
migrants’ legal status and the responsibilities of international organiza-
tions and governments. For the purposes of this chapter, I use the term
‘‘migrants’’ to categorize all citizens of the DPRK who have settled in
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China. The use of this term is not an implicit judgement of the legal
status of North Koreans living in China.

Koreans in China

Illegal migrants from the DPRK are not the only Koreans living in China.2
There are around 2.2 million ethnic Koreans of Chinese nationality, of
which some 854,000 live in the Korean Autonomous Region of Yanbian
(referred to below as Yanbian), situated in Jilin Province in the far north-
east of China.3 Koreans in China are a tiny fraction of the total Chinese
population, and the South Korean National Office of Statistics expects
the number of Koreans in China to become even smaller as they disperse
throughout China, intermarry with ethnic Chinese and migrate, some to
South Korea.4 Some citizens of the DPRK and the Republic of Korea
(ROK) are also legally resident in China, in Beijing and other areas, par-
ticularly north-eastern China, for a number of reasons. Legal DPRK resi-
dents include diplomats, students and traders.5 The largest concentration
of Koreans is in Yanji City, the capital of Yanbian, whose total popula-
tion is around 350,000; and approximately 210,000 are ethnic Koreans.6

Yanbian

Yanbian borders Russia and two of North Korea’s provinces, North
Hamgyong and Ryanggang. It is part of the Changbai mountain area, a
major tourist attraction for Chinese and South Koreans. The region’s
main industries are agriculture, forestry, coal mining and power, and it is
a hub for transportation to Russia and Japan. The local airport, in Yanji
City, has frequent flights to Seoul as well as domestic connections. Yan-
bian residents are highly educated, with the rate of college education
twice as high as for the whole of China.7 The area’s dynamism is fueled
by South Korean investment, to the extent that Yanbian has sometimes
been called ‘‘the South’s Guangdong’’.8 The shops are full of South Ko-
rean goods, and South Koreans invest in hotels, food processing and
skills-training and run a university, the Yanbian University of Science
and Technology.9

The pattern of migration and the number of migrants

China and the DPRK are divided by a long and porous border demar-
cated by the Yalu and Tumen rivers. The two most important official bor-
der crossing points are at Sinuiju in the west, in the North Korean province
of North Pyongan, which faces Dandong in the Chinese province of
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Liaoning and at Onsong County in the east, in the DPRK province of
North Hamgyong, which faces Tumen in the prefecture of Yanbian. Hye-
san, in the North Korean province of Ryanggang and midway between
Sinuiju and Onsong County, provides another regular exit point into
China. (See fig. 7.1 for DPRK provincial borders.)

The length of the border, about 1,000 miles, and its topography and de-
mography make it easy to cross without official authorization. The border
region is mountainous, forested and sparsely populated. It is relatively
straightforward for North Koreans to cross at narrow sections of the
river, especially in the winter when the temperature is as low as minus
40 degrees centigrade, the river freezes and it is possible to walk across.10
Both sides of the border are non-militarized. There is a noticeable dearth
of armed guards, barbed wire, sentry posts and lookout points.11

The pattern of migration

The most credible research on North Korean migrants in China, the
results of which were published in the internationally respected medical

Figure 7.1 Map of DPRK provincial boundaries (Sources: UNOCHA, Pyong-
yang, 1998.)
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research journal The Lancet, reports that ‘‘Migrations into China can be
characterized typically as short-term movements by a single member of a
household whose other members remained in North Korea.’’12 This con-
clusion resulted from a systematic survey of North Koreans in China car-
ried out by the authors of the Lancet article between March and Septem-
ber 1998, towards the end of the worst of the food crisis in the DPRK.
The findings of this survey, that most North Koreans spent only a few
days in China before returning home, were reinforced by researchers
from Yongnam University in the ROK, who also conducted fieldwork
along the border in 1998.13 These survey results confirm the pattern of
North Korean migration into China as that of individuals crossing the Chi-
nese border along the Yalu and Tumen rivers at different times of the year
and for differing lengths of time. Some received authorization to leave
and re-enter the DPRK and others crossed the border without papers.

The numbers game

There are great difficulties in quantifying the number of those who have
made illegal cross-border journeys or how many times they have made
these journeys. Because the pattern of migration is based on short-term
stays and because individuals may come and go several times, particu-
larly if they live in a North Korean border county and have relatives in
China, it is almost impossible to calculate the number of North Korean
migrants living in China at a particular time. It is also difficult to assess
how this figure has changed over time. Neither the DPRK and China
nor any organization publishes figures of cross-border journeys, the num-
ber of individuals involved or the number of North Koreans illegally resi-
dent in China. More importantly, neither China nor the DPRK has the
means of collecting these figures, as, by definition, these migrants travel
and live clandestinely and avoid contact with state authorities. Chinese
and North Korean authorities would have figures for those North Kor-
eans who are sent back to the DPRK, but they are not published.14 Jour-
nalists and scholars have not systematically quantified the number of il-
legal North Korean migrants in China.

Estimates of the number of North Koreans living illegally in China, in-
cluding those disseminated by journalists and scholars, come almost en-
tirely from organizations that provide humanitarian aid to North Koreans
or act as advocates for them or from religious and political groups. Those
working directly with North Koreans in China tend to be the most muted
in their public statements, as their aim is to be able to continue with
humanitarian or faith-based organizational work on the ground. Their
experience is that international media attention causes constraints to be
placed on their work and a tightening by Chinese and DPRK authorities
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such as to make life more difficult for North Koreans in China. These or-
ganizations are less likely to provide frequent statements to the media
than are foreign-based groups such as the human rights groups based in
the United States and South Korea. They, by definition, are much more
detached from the local environment than locally based organizations
that work on a daily basis with North Korean migrants. The organiza-
tions based outside China are thus a main source of figures for the num-
ber of North Korean migrants in China that are circulated in the interna-
tional media.

A March 2001 Newsweek International report cites ‘‘an estimated
300,000 [North Korean] refugees scattered across northeast China’’.15
An April 2002 news report mentions unspecified ‘‘aid agencies’’ giving
figures of ‘‘between 100,000 and 300,000 North Koreans hiding in China’s
northeastern borders’’.16 Another, unsourced, report published in 2002
states that the number could be between 100,000 and 200,000.17

In August 2001, the Committee on International Relations of the US
House of Representatives passed a resolution that included a reference
to estimates of 100,000 to 300,000 North Koreans resident in China
‘‘without the permission of the government of China’’.18 These figures
were given ‘‘official’’ international status as reasonable estimates through
their promulgation by a US government agency, although staffers and re-
searchers for Congress had no research available to them on which these
figures could have been based.

Congressional committees relied on highly partisan and politicized or-
ganizations, some with strong anti-communist and Christian fundamen-
talist agendas, as sources of information and figures that eventually were
published as part of various Congressional resolutions.19 At a May 2002
Congressional hearing, for instance, two of the four persons invited to
give testimony were sponsored by an American foundation called the
Hudson Institute and one represented Médecins sans Frontières, an organ-
ization that had last had personnel in the DPRK in 1998. Only one, John
Powell of the World Food Program, represented an organization that had
worked throughout the DPRK for a considerable length of time and had
accrued systematic knowledge of the country. This knowledge was based
on, among other things, around 500 visits a month to beneficiaries and
institutions throughout the country, satellite photography and literally
thousands of reports and analyses from international and DPRK-based
experts.20

Only the two individuals from the WFP and the MSF were in any
way representative of publicly accountable organizations. The Hudson
Institute-sponsored pair – Norbert Vollertsen, a German doctor who
had lived in Pyongyang for just over a year until his visa ran out in De-
cember 2000 and who called himself a ‘‘public relations manager of Jesus
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Christ’’, and a US citizen resident in South Korea who called Vollertsen a
‘‘Christ-like figure’’ – were offered to Congress as representative figures
of the humanitarian agencies in the DPRK.21

None of the hundreds of NGOs or any of the other UN agencies work-
ing in the DPRK to alleviate suffering were called on to give evidence.22
No views were heard in Congress from more mainstream and more rep-
resentative faith-based organizations such as the international Catholic
relief organization CARITAS, the Canadian Foodgrains Bank, the net-
work of Canadian protestant churches, the Mennonites or the Quakers in
the United States, all of which have been active in the DPRK for many
years.23 Nor were broad-based Korean American organizations such as
the Korean-American Sharing Movement (KASM), which has also pro-
vided substantial relief assistance to the DPRK, invited by Congress to
give information and evidence.24

Applying rationality

If there were 300,000 North Koreans in Yanbian, this would amount to
almost the entire population of Yanji City, and it would be 100,000 peo-
ple more than the ethnic Korean population of that city. In other words,
300,000 North Koreans, or even 100,000, would be highly visible. Yanji
City has the largest ethnic Korean population of any city in China; and
if the purported 100,000 to 300,000 North Koreans are not settled in
Yanji, it is most unlikely that they are being absorbed in any large num-
ber into non-Korean-speaking cities elsewhere. Yanji City is small and is
surrounded by mountains. The mountain areas are sparsely populated,
with small villages and tiny human settlements based around farms.
There are few paved roads and the distances between settlements are
large, making transportation necessary to obtain basic goods, including
food. Destitute North Koreans would be highly visible if they were walk-
ing around in their hundreds of thousands. In the extreme temperatures
of winter and summer, it would be especially difficult for large numbers
of poor, hungry North Koreans to survive without support or to wander
around the countryside without being noticed and picked up by the
police.

There is, however, some less ideologically skewed information avail-
able about the number of North Korean migrants in China. The US
Committee for Refugees estimated that by the end of 2000, there were
about 50,000 North Korean refugees living in China.25 It also cited a
Johns Hopkins School of Public Health figure of 50,000.26 This last figure
is from one of the better sources of professional analysis about North Ko-
reans in Yanbian, one working on the ground since 1997. In September
2002, workers for a Chinese Korean humanitarian agency in Yanbian
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gave a figure of around 10,000 to 20,000 North Koreans illegally resident
in the area.27 This source stated that the total had decreased sharply
from the previous year, when it was around 50,000. The clearest reason
for the decline in number was increased surveillance by the Chinese au-
thorities in Yanbian in 2002 of vehicles moving in and out of Yanji City,
with local police and the state security forces regularly stopping vehicles
to check papers.28

It is difficult for poor North Koreans who do not speak Chinese to es-
tablish themselves in non-Korean-speaking areas of China, so most of
those who manage to evade discovery and stay in China probably remain
in Yanbian. The number of North Koreans illegally resident in Yanbian
will not be equivalent to the total of all North Koreans resident in China,
but probably it represents a large majority of the illegal North Korean
migrants living there.

The research problem

There remains the research problem of mapping the pattern of migration,
quantifying the number of North Korean migrants in China and deter-
mining how both have changed over time. It is difficult to assess whether
there has been a change in the pattern of migration such that those in-
tending long-term relocation in China or elsewhere now form the major-
ity of migrants, as opposed to the pattern evidenced in 1998, when those
who entered China for food and income and meant to return home
formed the majority of North Korean migrants. The total number of
migrants is likely to be less than the figures published by US government
sources. A reasonable hypothesis is that there are smaller numbers stay-
ing longer and living in more difficult conditions than ever before, but
such a hypothesis would have to be examined by careful empirical
research.

The legal status of North Korean migrants

North Korean migrants to China have been termed refugees, asylum
seekers, economic migrants, defectors and escapees. The first three of
these labels are important, as they indicate legal status and consequent
duties of states and international organizations in relation to migrants.
The last two labels are entirely normative and have no legal connotation.
They indicate a conception of the DPRK that assumes that it is an evil
regime and lacking in legitimacy and therefore that migrants from the
country must be considered morally legitimate, even if their individual
or immediate motivation for leaving the DPRK is not self-defined as
political.
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Refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants

According to the 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees,
a refugee is a person who ‘‘owing to a well-founded fear of being perse-
cuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particu-
lar social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nation-
ality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself
of the protection of that country’’.29 An asylum seeker is someone apply-
ing to be treated as a refugee under international law.30 For the UNHCR
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), the difference be-
tween a refugee and an economic migrant is that ‘‘An economic migrant
normally leaves a country voluntarily to seek a better life. Should he or
she elect to return home, they would continue to receive the protection of
their government. Refugees flee because of the threat of persecution and
cannot return safely to their homes in the prevailing circumstances.’’31

It is not the responsibility of the UNHCR to decide who is an eco-
nomic migrant or a refugee. It is governments which establish procedures
to decide who constitutes a refugee and who does not.32 Governments
can and often do interpret the 1951 Convention in a restrictive manner.
There is no international machinery that can, legally, override the deci-
sions of individual states as to how they apply the Convention.

The view of the Chinese government is that North Koreans illegally
resident in China are economic migrants. The US Congress has argued
that they should be treated as refugees. The UNHCR has on the whole
been careful not to allege that the Chinese government has contravened
international law. It has, however, made clear that it would prefer China
not to send illegal North Korean migrants back to the DPRK because
they are likely to face penalties and punishment.33 Its view is that to re-
turn North Koreans to the DPRK is ‘‘inhumane’’ treatment, even if they
are not ‘‘strictly speaking . . . eligible [for refugee status] under [interna-
tional] conventions’’.34

What does the research indicate?

The 1998 survey in The Lancet of North Koreans in China showed that
the majority migrated to China for food and to earn money.35 Interviews
with North Koreans since 1998 indicate that such motivations remain im-
portant and probably still predominate.36

Most North Koreans leave home as economic migrants, but the evi-
dence is sufficient to indicate that there is genuine fear of persecution if
or when they return to the DPRK.37 The most severe penalties face
those who have aligned themselves with fundamentalist Christian organ-
izations which have an explicit anti-communist, anti-DPRK, and often
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anti-China, agenda and whose avowed aim is to see the fall of Kim Jong
Il. There have been uncorroborated reports of extreme penalties im-
posed on women who return to North Korea pregnant by a Chinese
man, including forced abortion and baby killing.38 It is impossible to ver-
ify these reports. However, given the DPRK government’s refusal to al-
low regular social contact between DPRK citizens and foreigners and the
intense social stigma of illegitimacy, it is not difficult to assume that single
women as parents face very difficult times indeed if they return to the
DPRK after a stay in China. The least punitive penalties face those who
have crossed the border for a short time and are returning to families and
communities after obtaining food and maybe some cash.39

There are few asylum seekers because few North Koreans illegally
settled in China directly approach the Chinese authorities to request
refugee status. There are a tiny number who have attempted to claim
asylum by breaking into foreign embassies and consulates in China, but
these activities are organized first and foremost as full-blown media
‘‘events’’ by non-Korean organizations based in Tokyo, Seoul, Los Ange-
les and Washington, DC.40 For these events, press statements written in
English are made available to the international media based in Beijing,
who are always contacted personally before every attempt by North
Koreans to gain access to foreign embassies. These events are always
professionally organized: they are filmed and the tape is copied and sent
to major news organizations.41 Media access is straightforward, as some
of the South Korean media assist the activists.42 North Koreans who
make it over the fence into the embassies end up with a ticket to Seoul.
The Chinese police arrest those who do not make it.

Many North Koreans, because they arrive in China as economic mi-
grants and because they do not seek asylum, would not satisfy the initial
criteria for refugee status under the terms of the 1951 Convention. The
North Koreans with a justifiable claim to refugee status are those who
have worked closely with South Korean or Christian organizations, par-
ticularly ones with anti-communist credentials. It is unlikely, however,
that all contact with all faith-based organizations is viewed as suspect by
the DPRK authorities in view of the large number and variety of Chris-
tian humanitarian organizations working with the DPRK government, in-
cluding some radical Christian groups such as the Christian Friends of
Korea based in the United States.43

The policy problem

Some North Korean migrants are likely to qualify for refugee status, and
the vast majority are in China because they are desperate to obtain food
and a basic income for themselves and their families.
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Policy recommendation (i)

The Chinese government should develop a package of policies towards
North Korean migrants to China that identifies those who are refugees
and takes appropriate action. It should also find ways to assist those who
need food, basic goods and help with simple survival.

Which parts of the DPRK do migrants come from and why?

The 1998 survey published in The Lancet reported that most migrants
come from the province of North Hamgyong, on the eastern end of the
China–DPRK border, across from Yanbian.44 Interviews with migrants
since 1998 continue to report the province of origin as mainly North
Hamgyong.45 There is no evidence that there is widespread migration
from the rest of the DPRK to China or, as might be expected, from the
other three North Korean provinces that border China: Chagang, North
Pyongan and Ryanggang.

North Hamgyong, the main source of DPRK migration

North Hamgyong is a mountainous province, with extreme temperatures
in winter and summer, insufficient arable land to feed its population, a
large urban population and a large number of unemployed industrial
workers. It accounts for 10 per cent of the population of the DPRK (see
fig. 7.2). In 2000, it had the third-lowest grain production of the 12 prov-
inces of the DPRK (excluding Pyongyang), at 69 kg per capita.46 This
compares to a Food and Agriculture Organization-recommended min-

Figure 7.2 Population of North Korea by province and percentage, 2000 (Source:
extrapolated from figures given by Flood Damage Rehabilitation Commission to
UN WFP, 2001).
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imum per capita grain ration for basic survival of 167 kg per year.47 By
2001, there was an increase in food availability, to 126 kg per capita.
However, there was still insufficient food for physical survival for most
of those who live in the cities of North Hamgyong, whose estimated pop-
ulation was 2.2 million in 2001.48

Chagang, North Pyongan and Ryanggang – why so few migrants?

The mountainous border province of Chagang was almost as food-
deficient as North Hamgyong in 2001: the per capita availability of grain
was 122 kg for its 1.2 million population.49 This province is one of the
least accessible to humanitarian agencies, as only seven of its 18 counties
are open for international assistance and monitoring.50 Chagang is also
where several military institutions are based, as well as munitions indus-
tries. Given the State’s ‘‘army-first’’ policy, it is very likely that a dispro-
portionate amount of the country’s harvest goes to this province. This
may reduce the push of ‘‘food migrants’’ to China. It may also be that
the military sensitivity of this province ensures that border controls are
tighter here than at other parts of the border.

North Pyongan, whose capital Sinuiju is the most important border
crossing to China, is also reported to be a minor source of migration to
China. Its 2.5 million population live in a mixed agricultural and indus-
trial area, and grain production in 2001 was 299 kg per capita.51 In addi-
tion, much of the DPRK–China land-based trade from the relatively
major economic centres of Nampo port and Pyongyang passes through
North Pyongan, giving some of its inhabitants the opportunity to earn an
income from trade-related activity.

Ryanggang lies to the west of North Hamgyong, and its population is
spread through a mountainous and forested area. Its winters are notori-
ously harsh; but because of its upland flatlands and its investment in po-
tato production, the 223 kg per capita of grain production by 2001 was
more than enough to meet the needs of the population.52 Unlike North
Pyongan and Chagang, Ryanggang borders the Korean-speaking area of
China. The province’s borders with China are relatively open, and the
capital, Hyesan, is located right on the border with China.

Why North Hamgyong?

Chagang, North Pyongan and Ryanggang are not, as pointed out above,
major sources of North Korean migrants to China. This suggests that
there are specific characteristics of North Hamgyong that cause North
Koreans to make the perilous journey to China and attempt to live in
Yanbian for lengthy periods. All DPRK residents live under the same
political regime and therefore face identical imperatives to migrate. If
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moving to China were mainly for political reasons, it would be unlikely
that migration would be so heavily skewed towards North Hamgyong
Province. If another reason were that people from the provinces bor-
dering Yanbian could more easily assimilate in this Chinese region, one
might expect to see more migrants from Ryanggang in China. It seems
much more likely that the prime causes of migration are the extreme
food deprivation and poverty facing the population of North Hamgyong
as well as easy access to Yanbian. (fig. 7.1 and the map of Northeast Asia
on p. ii illustrate the geographical contiguity of North Hamgyong to
China and Russia.)

Not all North Korean migrants are the poorest

An absence of systematic research into the socio-economic background
of migrants prevents identification of the various proportions of poor and
better-off migrants or changes in the social background of migrants in the
1990s and early 2000s. There is, however, sufficient evidence from inter-
views of migrants to indicate social variation. Many interviews have been
conducted with unemployed workers and poor farmers from North Ham-
gyong. There are fewer accounts from former party officials and the rela-
tively well off.53 This may indicate that there are fewer migrants from the
relatively well-off groups in the DPRK or it may simply mean that these
migrants have resources and need to maintain only minimal contact with
humanitarian organizations, churches and those who are somehow en-
gaged in providing services to North Koreans resident in north-eastern
China. The DPRK migrants who have savings or assets to sell sometimes
buy fake Chinese ID papers or pay Chinese and Chinese Korean middle-
men to smuggle them into other parts of China or to third countries.54

Some of those who successfully breached security at diplomatic com-
pounds in Beijing and Shenyang in 2001 and 2002 were carrying fake Chi-
nese ID papers, which may indicate that they were better off than most
of those hiding in north-eastern China. A useful addition to knowledge
about the social origins of North Korean migrants in China would be the
results of the debriefing of the North Koreans who defected to Seoul by
invading embassies and consulates in 2001 and 2002. This information is
available to the South Korean security services and other agencies of the
ROK government that routinely engage in systematic debriefing of North
Koreans who defect to Seoul.55

The research problem: The geographical and social origins of
DPRK migrants

More research and more systematic research on DPRK migrants’ back-
ground is necessary, and surveys similar to the 1998 Lancet survey that
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identified and analysed their geographical and social origins would be a
useful next step. There is already sufficient information from NGOs, UN
organizations, interviews and South Korean government sources to pro-
vide a basis for further research. Such data, if systematized, along with a
new survey of migrants by independent researchers, could provide very
credible knowledge about where in the DPRK North Koreans come
from and why they migrate to China.

Policy problems

Impoverished, food-deficit counties in North Hamgyong are major
sources of illegal North Korean migrants to China. For instance, Musan
and Onsong counties on the border with Yanbian are extremely poor
mining areas.56 Undok is a ghost county, as heavy industry closed down
after the economic collapse of the 1990s, leaving the population without
food, income or coping solutions short of migration.

Finding solutions

It should be possible for governments, such as the South Korean govern-
ment, and other interested parties to channel economic investment into
the poor border counties of North Hamgyong. By 2002, engagement be-
tween North Korea and South Korea had developed to such an extent
that joint economic cooperation projects existed and were expected to
expand in the future. China remains on good diplomatic terms with both
the ROK and the DPRK. In view of this propitious diplomatic environ-
ment and given that North Hamgyong is ‘‘open’’ to the international
community, it would not be too difficult for the various parties to devise
a plan for economic development in its neediest counties. This develop-
ment should be project-based, transparent and subject to accountable
auditing procedures. This type of investment would provide economic
benefits for the neediest but, by encouraging transparency and account-
ability, it could help to introduce an element of political openness in
DPRK policies and methods of operation.

Policy recommendation (ii)

A plan for project-based, transparent and accountable investment should
be drawn up by a task force of North Korean, Chinese and South Korean
technical experts. This investment should be managed multilaterally ac-
cording to protocols overseen by an intergovernmental governing body
of North Korean, Chinese and South Korean technical experts. A body
specifically designated to coordinate this investment should be estab-
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lished for a finite time, and it should have finite goals. This should be a
low-key enterprise designed to implement a defined programme of activ-
ity. It should not be a political entity.

The plight of migrants

The North Korean men, women and children who are illegally resident in
China live in appalling conditions and are vulnerable to physical, emo-
tional and sexual exploitation. Most are immobile, trapped in isolated
settlements, whether these are in hidden rooms in apartments in Yanji
City or in the surrounding mountains. Women and children are even
more deprived and are subject to additional forms of exploitation. (North
Korean children include orphans, children with families and children born
in China. There are no reliable figures about the scale of the North Ko-
rean child population in China.)

North Korean migrants try to find food from individuals, humanitarian
organizations and churches; and if they plan to stay long, they try to find
work. The small population of Yanbian and the relatively high educa-
tional qualifications of its residents, along with the work opportunities
available from South Korean investment there, mean that there is little
local Chinese or Chinese Korean labour for menial jobs in the agricul-
tural and forestry sectors. The demographics and economics of Yanbian
thus provide opportunities for North Koreans and as such are a ‘‘pull’’
factor for North Korean migration to China. North Koreans can speak
the language (Korean) and are prepared to work for literally next to
nothing, to live in very poor conditions and to have no legal and few so-
cial rights and protections. They are unlikely ever to complain about low
pay or poor treatment.57

In Yanbian, North Korean men, and some women, find work in the re-
mote mountain areas.58 They work for local farmers who are likely to be
Korean Chinese and to have connections with local church or humanitar-
ian organizations that help DPRK migrants. They are dependent on their
employers for food, shelter and safety as well as work and are paid on a
piecework basis. It is virtually impossible to save money or to find alter-
native employment. The condition in which these North Koreans live is
akin to indentured servitude, irrespective of the motives of those who as-
sist them.

North Koreans live in makeshift wooden structures lacking sanitation,
running water or any facility apart from the kang, the raised platform
heated by underfloor pipes upon which the Korean household sleeps,
eats and spends any leisure time. In these remote areas, the household
consists of groups of mainly men, sometimes related to each other, with
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a tiny minority of women who perform domestic work such as cooking
and cleaning. North Koreans not only live in physically very poor condi-
tions but are also without hope of improvement of these conditions. One
North Korean, in a letter to the United Nations that does not exaggerate,
stated, ‘‘We North Korean refugees in China . . . live worse than dogs in a
mountain hut.’’59

Women, young adolescents and children cannot risk being asked for
papers to prove their legal residence and so, as noted above, live con-
fined to ‘‘safe houses’’ in apartment blocks in Yanji City. They, as all Ko-
reans, are subject to checks to see if they have legal residence, and these
checks can take place in the street and in the home. Surveillance and
checking for illegal North Koreans in China intensified after the begin-
ning of the occupations of embassies and consulates in 2001. This in-
creased surveillance was highly visible, and there was effective communi-
cation about it between Yanbian and northern DPRK counties by word
of mouth among Chinese Koreans who regularly travel to the DPRK.
This was probably a powerful deterrent to those considering migrating
to China from the DPRK’s northern counties.

Women are particularly subject to exploitation. There have been a
number of reports indicating that women have paid money to traffickers/
smugglers in return for arranged marriages with Chinese men and, worse,
that they have been sold into sexual servitude. These reports also indicate
that such arrangements had become less common as of late 2002 because
North Korean women have become aware of potential abuse and are no
longer choosing to enter China as part of an arranged marriage or a liai-
son.60 Sexual exploitation, however, remains an ever-present hazard for
single North Korean women, especially for those living in isolated moun-
tain areas, as they live communally, with large groups of men, and do not
have the benefit of protection from their families or a local community.61
As in the DPRK, these women are expected to perform a highly gen-
dered role of cleaning, cooking and carrying out physically demanding
household chores.62 These gendered roles are not intrinsically or neces-
sarily sexually exploitative but, in the event of abuse, these women have
no legal protection or any way in which they can seek redress.

Homeless children and adolescents were regularly seen on the streets
of Yanji City between 1994 and 1999. Since 1999, however, the Chinese
and DPRK governments have both sought to prevent their migration
and to return them to the DPRK if they are found in China. The combin-
ation of a slight growth in the DPRK economy since 2000 and the rea-
sonably effective communication network with the northern counties of
the DPRK probably ensured that the county authorities could provide
some minimal resources for these children and that the children them-
selves were deterred from re-entering China. The North Korean children
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currently living in Yanbian reside in shelters provided by humanitarian
organizations, and some receive basic schooling. A relatively new group
of vulnerable children are those born in China since the start of the food
crisis in the 1990s. Children with one Chinese parent who has not entered
into a legal marriage with a North Korean partner and children born of
North Korean parents who are illegally resident are without legal status.
They are not eligible for health, education or welfare support.

Policy problems: The most vulnerable

The North Koreans in Yanbian include some very vulnerable groups:
those living a life of indentured servitude in the forests and mountains
of Yanbian, single women, children and adolescents, and the stateless in-
fants and young children born in China during the past decade. They are
relatively small in number, and policies could be designed to improve
their conditions in the context of a larger package of measures to regu-
late migration between the DPRK and China.

Policy recommendation (iii)

The Chinese government could consider granting semi-resident status
through a special visa to those North Korean individuals who can demon-
strate that they have work and shelter. For those who are employed to
carry out seasonal agricultural work but can demonstrate that the em-
ployer is prepared to house and feed them the year round, there could
be an annual visa. These visas could be an extension of current arrange-
ments whereby residents in China and residents of the northern counties
of the DPRK have relatively easier access to the others’ territory pro-
vided that they remain in those specific border counties.

Policy recommendation (iv)

The Chinese government should consider a one-off amnesty for the rela-
tively low number of North Korean migrants in China. It should also con-
sider granting citizenship to those infants and young children currently
without any legal status who have been born in China during the past
decade.

Policy recommendation (v)

In the medium and long term, the Republic of Korea, Japan and China
should develop a plan of investment in the manufacturing and mining
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sectors of North Hamgyong, from where many of the refugees originate.
Project-based investment that would allow for a partnership between for-
eign lenders and DPRK industry and for the scrutiny, transparency and
accountability of those projects would achieve a twofold objective. It
would create employment and income for the residents of North Ham-
gyong, who currently have few options other than at best badly paid and
insecure employment in Yanji City. It would also help to reinforce the
transition to a market economy that is taking place in the DPRK. Given
that North Hamgyong was the centre of advanced industrial development
in the country until the late 1980s, it has a comparative advantage in the
pool of technically qualified (if in obsolescent technology) but currently
unemployed personnel.

Current assistance

When North Korean migrants enter China, they look for help from le-
gally resident Chinese Korean or Korean relatives or from individuals
whose name or telephone number they have been given by friends or
contacts in the DPRK, or they look for a church because they have heard
back in the DPRK that churches provide assistance to North Koreans.63
There are reports that the local Korean Chinese population has been
sympathetic to North Koreans looking for food and sustenance, but there
is no systematic research on the attitude of local people to North Korean
migrants.

Identification and analysis of the work of the dozens of humanitarian
and advocacy organizations is difficult. None of them publicize their work
in any detail, as all are technically breaking Chinese law. They can be
subject to penalties if discovered, but in practice the Chinese authorities
tolerate those that engage solely in humanitarian assistance while they
prosecute those who smuggle North Koreans out of China to South Ko-
rea. These organizations therefore lack transparency; and information as
to their funding, structure, sponsors, links with foreign organizations, ob-
jectives, methods and achievements is scarce and almost wholly reliant on
whatever data the organization itself wants to present. No systematic re-
search has been undertaken on who is operating in the region and what
they are doing. However, some organizations maintain websites, and it is
thus possible to gain some, if inadequate and biased, information about
their activities.

One experienced international humanitarian official states that there
are three types of group operating in the Yanbian region to assist North
Korean migrants: the humanitarian organizations, the advocates and the
‘‘lunatics’’.64 This categorization, subjective as it may be, is useful in that
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it suggests the varied and differing priorities of these groups. It would be
a mistake to assume that there is an automatic link between any of these
three kinds of group and a particular faith. Not all Christian organiza-
tions, for instance, approve of activity by Christian fundamentalists who
encourage migrants to re-enter the DPRK for the sole purpose of carry-
ing out conversion or missionary work. These migrants have no organiza-
tional protection, least of all from the organizations that send them, and
without doubt will face retribution against themselves and their families
if they are caught.

The humanitarian organizations primarily offer food, shelter and hu-
manitarian assistance sufficient to allow North Korean migrants to sur-
vive physically. Some of these groups also work in the northern counties
of the DPRK, leaving ‘‘survival rucksacks’’ containing food, clothing and
other basics at strategic locations.65 The advocates visit Yanbian but are
based in Tokyo, Washington, DC or Seoul. They raise issues of refugees’
rights and try to encourage the Chinese government to recognize the
claims of North Korean migrants to legal status in China. The lunatics,
or extremists, can perhaps best be understood as those who are inter-
ested less in individual North Koreans per se living in Yanbian than in
the general objective of replacing the governments in Pyongyang and
Beijing.

Research problem

Research needs to be undertaken on the scale, scope and activities of the
various organizations operating in and from Yanbian on behalf of North
Korean migrants. Baseline information exists in the form of website data
and journalists’ accounts. There is also a realistic chance that indepen-
dent researchers could persuade representatives and workers in these or-
ganizations to give interviews. It would be possible to establish a research
protocol whereby organizations would not be identified when the re-
search is disseminated.

Policy problem

The organizations working in Yanbian have differing priorities, motives
and objectives. If governments are to be persuaded to respond effectively
to the humanitarian needs of North Koreans in China, they must identify
which of these organizations are credible and professional and which are
not. Governments will need to work through reputable and locally based
non-governmental organizations in order to address the poverty and de-
privation facing North Korean migrants in China.
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Policy recommendation (vi)

The Chinese government, in the context of the package of measures sug-
gested here, should support those humanitarian organizations that pro-
vide for the basic needs of migrants from the DPRK.

Immediate and future needs

Short-term solutions are required by way of an immediate response to the
extreme privations being suffered by women, children and men in Yan-
bian. Short-term solutions make sense, however, only if they are carried
out in the context of dealing with the underlying conditions that make il-
legal migration to China a perceived necessity for so many North Kor-
eans. They will be acceptable to the parties involved only if a diplomatic
route can be found that minimizes risk and maximizes effectiveness.

One solution is for an ‘‘honest broker’’, trusted by all sides, to engage
in some quiet diplomacy to try to produce a package of measures that re-
sponds to the needs, identified in this chapter, of North Korean migrants
in China. But this mediator must avoid ‘‘megaphone diplomacy’’ and
must produce a set of policy options that all parties can implement. The
Swedish and Swiss governments are clear candidates for this role in view
of their long-standing relations with the DPRK and China, their lengthy
experience of working within these two countries and their global reputa-
tion for neutrality and even-handedness in foreign affairs.

Only a package of measures responding to the divergent sensitivities of
the Chinese and DPRK governments would have any practical chance of
being implemented. It could include the various policy recommendations
made in this study. In addition, further research must be undertaken so
as to fill in the knowledge gaps that have been identified here. Good pol-
icy needs to be based on accurate and reliable information – not specula-
tive worst-case scenarios.

Policy recommendation (vii)

The Swiss and Swedish governments should consider whether they might
have a role to play in facilitating the creation of a negotiating framework
in which a comprehensive package of measures could be developed and
implemented in order to respond to the urgent humanitarian needs of
North Korean migrants in China.

Policy recommendation (viii)

The Chinese government, in the context of a general package of mea-
sures, should permit credible and independent researchers from any of
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the numerous good universities and research institutes in China, in part-
nership with researchers already engaged in this work from outside China,
to assess the nature and scale of North Korean migration to China.

Conclusion

We have enough knowledge of North Korean migration to China to
know that we should not wait until more substantive research is com-
pleted before policy solutions are found to meet the needs of the de-
prived, impoverished and hopeless North Koreans illegally resident in
China. Instead, concerned parties should consider a package of policy
measures that, with some goodwill, could realistically be implemented by
governments and the more professional non-governmental organizations
currently working to assist North Korean migrants.

There is a humanitarian crisis facing the North Koreans living in Yan-
bian and in China. Relative to the population of China, only a very small
number of people are involved; but for each and every North Korean
individual, especially the children, it is a crisis of extreme proportions.
Given a little flexibility and imagination by all the parties concerned, it
is also a crisis that is solvable.
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Notes

1. A useful but undated survey and analysis (1999?) is Young-hwa Lee, General-
Secretary of RENK (Rescue the North Korean People: Urgent Action Network), ‘‘Situ-
ation and Protection of North Korean Refugees in China’’, available at hhttp://www.
nkhumanrights.or.kr/bbs/board2/files/55_young-hwalee.doci. There have been a num-
ber of unscientific ‘‘surveys’’ of North Korean migrants in China. The major problem
with them is that their methodology is rarely made explicit. Also, their creators seem
to be unaware of basic research conventions such as the necessity both to guard against
bias and to demonstrate, through making explicit their methodology, just how bias is be-
ing avoided in the ‘‘research’’. However well meaning the intention of the ‘‘surveys’’ is,
the results developed from such naı̈ve work do not provide credible data or the basis for
generalization about the status of North Koreans in China. See, for example, The Com-
mission to Help North Korean Refugees, ‘‘A Field Survey Report of the North Korean
Refugees in China’’, undated (but conducted in 1999, as the text itself states), available
at hhttp://www.nk-refugees.or.kr/english/emain.htmli. See also Good Friends: Interna-
tional Peace, Human Rights and Refugees Center, ‘‘The Food crisis of North Korea:
Witnessed by 1694 Food Refugees’’, available at hhttp://www.jungto.org/gf/eng/index.
htmi.

2. A most informative piece of research on North Korean migrants in China is Jeanyoung
Lee, ‘‘Ethnic Korean Migration in Northeast Asia’’, in Tsuneo Akaha, ed., Proceedings,

International Seminar: Human Flows across National Borders in Northeast Asia, Monte-
rey: The Center for East Asian Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies,
January 2002, pp. 118–140. The figure 2 million comes from this source. Ibid., p. 118.

3. ‘‘Tumen River Area, China’’, available at hhttp://www.ecdc.net.cn/regions/english/
tumen/tumenzone_e.htmi.

4. ‘‘Population of Ethnic Korean Community in China Expected to Be Halved by 2050’’,
The Korea Herald, 13 September 2002, available at hhttp://www.koreaherald.co.kr/
SITE/data/html_dir/2002/09/13/200209130017.aspi.

5. North Korean business trainees, for instance, work in Yanji City at a Chinese hotel. See
‘‘Yanji region’’, hhttp://www.korea-np.co.jp/pk/095th_issue/99051904.htmi.

6. Idem.
7. ‘‘Tumen River Area, China’’, available at hhttp:/www.ecdc.net.cn/regions/English/

tumen/tumenzone_e.htmi.
8. ‘‘The South’s Guangdong’’, Asiaweek.com, 2001, available at hhttp://www.asiaweek.

com/asiaweek/97/0228/nat3.htmli.
9. Idem.

10. For comments on how migrants simply walk across the river in winter, see Shim Jae
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8

The realities of South Korea’s
migration policies

Shin-wha Lee

Introduction

Migration issues in the Republic of Korea (Korea or South Korea below)
can be grouped into two categories. The first relates to Korean emigra-
tion, namely issues of overseas Koreans. The second concerns foreign im-
migration to Korea, both legal and illegal. This chapter will discuss both
sets of issues.

Koreans living overseas number over 6 million today. Given this huge
number, the South Korean government has come under increasing pres-
sure to take a decisive role in promoting the status of overseas Koreans
in both their countries of residence and their ancestral land, Korea itself.
Although many overseas Koreans have successfully settled into their new
environments with integrity and diligence, others have been unable to
adjust to foreign political and social conditions. One significant case is
that of the Korean Russians, who left for Yonhaeju (the maritime prov-
inces of the Russian Far East) in 1863 because of a crop failure at home;
they are viewed as the first Korean emigrants. In 1937, their descendants
suffered Stalin’s policy of forced migration and were deported to Central
Asia. After the break-up of the Soviet Union and as a result of intensify-
ing ethnic conflicts and civil war in Central Asia, many ‘‘Soviet Koreans’’
there moved to Yonhaeju.

With regard to foreign immigration to Korea, the most prominent and
pressing issue today is how the government should deal with the influx of
foreign workers, including rising numbers of illegal workers. Since for-
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eign labourers first started to come to Korea a decade ago, their number
has increased greatly; it is currently estimated to be over 300,000. Both
legal and illegal immigrant workers have experienced discrimination, hu-
man rights abuses and social mistreatment in the country. There is also
the problem of legal and institutional inadequacies, which has led to an
increase in the pool of illegal immigrant workers in South Korea. Several
religious organizations and research institutions have been established to
protect foreign workers from exploitation, but the Korean government it-
self has remained passive in addressing their needs. It is encouraging that
in 2003, the Korean National Assembly passed a bill related to the em-
ployment of foreign workers that provides a benchmark for the protec-
tion of foreign workers in accordance with international standards. How-
ever, it is still uncertain whether the new law can be effective because of
its numerous restrictions, which are discussed below. In addition, the sex-
ual exploitation of female illegal immigrants in Korea is a growing con-
cern. They usually come to Korea to realize the ‘‘Korean dream’’, but
many of them are forced or lured into the sex industry, at times selling
themselves for almost nothing in return. Such practices must be eradi-
cated at all levels of society, with the government taking an active role.

This chapter will first examine the present situation of Koreans living
overseas and the evolution of the South Korean government’s policies to-
wards them. Next, it will discuss the national debate and the future tasks
related to Korean emigration policies. Then it will look at the current
situation of foreign immigrants in Korea, with particular reference to
legal and illegal immigrant workers. The chapter will conclude with a
brief discussion of some recommendations for government action.

Korean emigration: Past and present

The history of overseas Koreans

Koreans first began to go abroad approximately 140 years ago. The his-
tory of Korean emigration can be divided into four waves of mass emi-
gration to the following countries or regions: Manchuria (Yonhaeju),
Japan and the United States.

The first wave of Korean emigration, to Manchuria, started in the late
nineteenth century: emigrants fled domestic political unrest in Josun,
Korea’s last dynasty, and sought land. Later on, after the ‘‘March 1st
movement’’ (the Samil Independence Movement in 1910), emigration
increased, as Manchuria became the base for the anti-Japanese resis-
tance movement fighting for Korean independence. Subsequently, Kor-
ean schools were established, and stirred up anti-Japanese sentiments
and Korean patriotism.
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Immigrants in Manchuria suffered greatly under Japanese oppression.
There were the Gando massacres in 1920 and the 1925 Mitsuya Agree-
ment, concluded between Director Mitsuya Miyamasu from the Govern-
ment-General of colonized Josun and Jang Jeorin, the head of the north-
eastern provinces of China. This aimed to eliminate the Korean national
independence struggle in Manchuria. The invasion of Manchuria by the
Japanese army in the early 1930s further weakened the activities of Kor-
ean armed resistance in the region.

Immigrants in Yonhaeju participated in the resistance movement after
1905 by establishing nationalist groups to oppose the 1905 Protectorate
Treaty, recruiting loyal troops and setting up schools. They also contrib-
uted to the creation of the government of the Liberation Army in Vladi-
vostok in 1914 and to the organization of the national rally during the
‘‘March 1st Movement’’ in 1919. These immigrants and their children
would fall victim to Stalin’s policy of the forced migration of Koreans to
Central Asia in 1937.

The history of Korean immigration to Japan began in the late nine-
teenth century when a handful of Korean intelligentsia went to Japan for
study. After Japan’s colonization of Josun in 1910, Korean immigrants to
Japan were primarily farmers looking for work in Japanese industries.
Countless women, who came to be known as ‘‘comfort women’’, were
subject to forced migration in order to provide sexual services to Japa-
nese soldiers. After the devastating earthquake in the Kanto region of
Japan in 1923, some 6,000 Korean immigrants were massacred for sup-
posedly causing social unrest.

Korean immigration to the United States started in the early twen-
tieth century when immigrants, mostly male farmers, went to work in
the sugar cane plantations of Hawaii and the railway construction pro-
jects and vegetable farms on the west coast. Korean immigrants there
also contributed to the anti-Japanese resistance movement by organiz-
ing patriotic groups, establishing newspaper and magazine companies,
and forming a Korean army in the United States during World War II.
In addition, some Koreans went to Mexico and Cuba. They were ex-
ploited as cheap labour and toiled under conditions almost indistin-
guishable from slavery.

Another important aspect of the history of Korean emigration is
the adoption of children from Korea. Between 1958 and 2002, a total of
150,499 Korean children were adopted by citizens of the United States
and European countries.

In brief, Korean emigration started as a means of surviving difficult
living conditions in Josun or contributing to independence movements
against the Japanese. It has changed in character in more recent decades,
spurred on by a yearning for a better quality of life and education.
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Current trends in Korean emigration

The number of overseas Koreans increased from 700,000 in 1971 to
2,320,000 in 1990 and 4,830,000 in 1991. The main cause of the sharp in-
crease between 1990 and 1991 was the fact that after the end of the Cold
War, ethnic Koreans living in China and the countries of the Common-
wealth of Independent States (CIS) were included for the first time in
statistics about overseas Koreans. The number of overseas Koreans has
increased continuously: there are an estimated 6,080,000 as of July 2003
(see table 8.1). About 88 per cent of them are located in Asia (mostly in
China and Japan) and North America (mostly in the United States). Of
the 2,140,000 living in China, approximately 90 per cent have Chinese
citizenship (see table 8.2). In all, Korean immigrants are currently found
in 151 countries, with more than 2,000 Koreans living in 24 countries (see
table 8.3). Over 2 million Korean immigrants live in the United States
and in China; 640,000 live in Japan and 560,000 live in the countries of
the CIS.

Although Korean immigrants living in Canada numbered only 170,000
in 2003, they had increased by 20.74 per cent from the previous year, and

Table 8.1 Overseas Koreans, 2003

Region
Overseas
Koreans

Percentage
of overseas
Koreans
by region

Percentage
of increase
compared to
preceding year

Asia 2,979,736 49.03 11.73
Japan 638,546 10.51 �0.26
China 2,144,789

(1,923,800)*
35.29 12.03

Others 196,401 3.23 40.47
Americas 2,327,619 40.04 2.43

USA 2,157,498 35.50 1.62
Canada 170,121 2.80 20.74
Central and Latin America 105,643 1.74 �5.22

Europe 652,131 10.73 9.59
CIS 557,732 9.18 6.91
EU 94,399 1.55 28.65

Middle East 6,559 0.11 �9.41
Africa 5,095 0.08 �3.28
Total 6,076,783 100 7.56

Source: Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, The Current Status of
Overseas Koreans, Seoul, July 2003.
* Ethnic Koreans who have obtained Chinese citizenship.
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their number is expected to continue to grow in the future. This trend
seems to reflect the economic downturn and high level of unemployment
in Korea. The increased difficulty in obtaining immigration permits or
student visas to the United States after the September 11, 2001 terrorist
attacks have contributed to a strengthening interest in emigrating to Can-
ada and other English-speaking countries with relatively lenient immigra-
tion rules.

Koreans go abroad for various reasons (see table 8.4). Since the gov-
ernment’s introduction in 1989 of a policy that allows the freedom to
travel abroad, there has been a sharp rise in overseas travel, with the ex-
ception of a decline during the financial crisis of the late 1990s. In 2001,
the main purposes of foreign travel among Koreans were tourism (43.5
per cent), commercial business (25.6 per cent), personal visits (10.3 per
cent) and language studies (4.4 per cent). The percentages vary from
year to year, but the priority of purposes has remained more or less the
same. But now, more Koreans want to go abroad for longer periods of
time, usually for study or a better life. One of the main reasons for emi-
gration in recent years is the pressure Korean parents feel to give their
children the best education possible, which in turn causes many young
Koreans to settle abroad permanently.

The present trend in Korean emigration is a natural consequence of
the wave of globalization. The presence abroad of Koreans must thus be
viewed as an asset in making Korea an influential country in the globaliz-
ing world. To the extent that emigration is due mainly to dissatisfaction
with the Korean educational system or Korean society, the government
must develop a plan to counter it.

Table 8.2 The increase in overseas Koreans, 1971–2003

Year Total

1971 702,928
1975 920,358
1980 1,470,916
1985 1,905,181
1990 2,320,099
1991 4,832,414
1995 5,228,573
1997 5,544,229
1999 5,644,558
2001 5,653,809
2003 6,076,683

Source: Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, The Current Status of
Overseas Koreans, Seoul, July 2003.
Note: ethnic Koreans living in China and the CIS have been included since 1991.
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Table 8.3 Countries with more than 2,000 overseas Koreans, 2003

Country Overseas Koreans

United States 2,157,498
China 2,144,789
Japan 638,546
Commonwealth of Independent States 557,732
Canada 170,121
Australia 59,940
Brazil 47,227
Philippines 37,100
United Kingdom 35,000
New Zealand 33,000
Germany 29,814
Indonesia 23,485
Mexico 17,200
Argentina 15,500
Thailand 15,100
France 10,900
Guatemala 7,943
Paraguay 7,097
Viet Nam 6,821
Singapore 5,820
Italy 5,432
Malaysia 3,983
Spain 3,568
Taiwan 3,076
Countries with less than 2,000 ethnic Koreans 37,068
Total (151 countries) 6,076,783

Source: Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, The Current Status of
Overseas Koreans, Seoul, July 2003.

Table 8.4 Koreans ‘‘temporarily’’ going abroad, by purpose, 1985–2001

Year Total Tourism
Commercial
business

Visit,
study

Government
business,
conferences Other

1985 484,000 2,000 134,000 46,000 17,000 286,000
1990 1,561,000 590,000 401,000 203,000 30,000 337,000
1995 3,819,000 1,771,000 900,000 436,000 63,000 649,000
2000 4,342,000 1,387,000 1,239,000 655,000 69,000 990,000
2001 6,084,000 2,647,000 1,557,000 626,000 99,000 1,156,000

Source: Korea National Tourism Corporation, available at http://www.knto.or.kr/
eng/07 statistics/07 01.htm, accessed 28 September 2003.
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The status of overseas Koreans’ associations

A unique characteristic of overseas Koreans compared to migrants from
other countries is their concentration, as noted, in a few countries and re-
gions of the world: Japan, China, the United States and the CIS coun-
tries. As shown in table 8.5, the United States is home to the largest num-
ber of overseas Koreans associations. This reflects the fact that these
associations have the ability and the connections to exercise influence
on the US government. However, the South Korean government, in the
midst of tense relations with North Korea, has shown its preference and
support for Mindan (a pro-South Korean association) in order to gain ad-
vantage over Chongryun (a pro-North Korean association) in the compe-
tition between these organizations in Japan. This has taken priority over
focusing on lobbying in the US Congress for a North Korean policy that
would be more favourable to South Korea. This emphasis by the South
Korean government has caused discontent among Koreans living in other
countries, particularly the United States.

Currently, the Overseas Koreans Foundation (OKF), a non-profit
public corporation affiliated with the South Korean Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Trade (MOFAT), acts as a cornerstone of support for the
more than 6 million overseas Koreans. The OKF was established by le-
gislation in 1997. It aims to promote a sense of community among ethnic
Koreans and works to expand a cyber community among them, Korean.
net. In October 2002, the OKF launched the Hansang Network, consist-
ing of a network of commercial and industrial experts, information tech-

Table 8.5 Overseas Korean associations, 1997 and 2000

1997 2000

Region
Number of
associations Countries

Number of
associations Countries

Increase/
decrease

Japan 291 1 286 1 �5
Other Asian

countries
188 24 280 22 92

North America 1,089 2 997 2 �92
Central and

South America
182 19 164 14 �18

Europe 475 30 503 24 28
Middle East 50 16 32 13 �1
Africa 28 17 27 9 �1
Total 2,303 109 2,289 85 �14

Source: Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, The Current Status of
Overseas Koreans, Seoul, July 2003.
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nology specialists and science and technology-related organizations. Its
purpose is to promote business opportunities for Koreans around the
world.

Overseas Koreans policy: Progress and tasks

Development of Korean emigrant policy

There was practically no standard policy towards Korean emigrants dur-
ing the first and second republics, when government leaders were preoc-
cupied with the problem of post-colonial social instability and the post–
Korean War reconstruction effort. The Third Republic, under President
Park Chung Hee, encouraged Korean emigration by enacting the Emi-
gration Law in 1962, but this legislation failed to achieve its goal, largely
owing to inadequate government management. Meanwhile, mounting
complaints about the legal status of Korean residents in Japan prompted
proposals for investigations into the situation of Koreans there. In June
1971, the then presidential candidate Kim Dae Jung pledged to establish
a department for overseas Koreans. However, fierce diplomatic competi-
tion between South Korea and North Korea during the 1960s and 1970s,
in which it focused on preventing South Koreans’ defection to the North,
prevented the South Korean government from developing a national pol-
icy towards overseas Koreans.

The new constitution of the Fifth Republic under President Chun Doo-
Whan, promulgated in 1980, stimulated the country’s interest in overseas
Koreans. Clause 2 of Article 2 prescribed the government’s duty to pro-
tect overseas Koreans. The expanding number and role of overseas Kor-
eans, along with the strengthened political and economic position of Kor-
ea in the world as demonstrated during the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games,
helped South Koreans to realize the importance of Koreans overseas.

There was also a positive change in the attitudes of overseas Koreans
towards South Korea as Korean political leaders, including presidential
candidates, began to emphasize the importance of policies that would en-
hance the status of overseas Koreans. For instance, during the campaign
in 1987 for the thirteenth presidential election, the three candidates, Roh
Tae Woo, Kim Young Sam and Kim Dae Jung, all pledged to promote the
rights of Korean emigrants and to ensure the efficient implementation of
emigration policies. The post–Cold War environment, in which ideologic-
al conflict was no longer a major obstacle, increased the goodwill and
support of policy-makers and the South Korean public towards overseas
Koreans. For instance, with President Roh’s Nordpolitik, which aimed to
pursue wide-ranging relations with socialist countries and to promote
contacts and dialogue with North Korea, the government and people of
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South Korea showed greater interest in ethnic Koreans living in China
and Russia and the other CIS countries.

In the early 1990s, the Kim Young Sam administration presented the
New Policy for Overseas Koreans, which followed from its globalization
policy. In December 1995, it announced a plan to strengthen ties between
Koreans and ethnic Korean communities and to promote the participa-
tion of overseas Koreans in developing Korea’s globalization policies and
strategies. The plan was based on a recognition of the significant roles and
status of overseas Koreans, and its outcome was the enactment of the
Overseas Koreans Foundation Bill and the establishment of the Overseas
Koreans Foundation in 1997. This bill was the first official measure to
provide a systematic approach to promoting the rights and interests of
Koreans living abroad. In September 1999, the Kim Dae Jung adminis-
tration established the basis for the promotion of the rights and interests
of Korean emigrants in the form of the Special Act on the Legal Status of
Overseas Koreans (called the Overseas Koreans Law below).

Limitations of policies towards Korean emigrants

The South Korean government’s policy towards Korean emigrants has
been developed with a view to ‘‘helping overseas Koreans fully adapt
and settle in foreign countries without losing their national identity’’. Ac-
cording to an official of the South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
Trade, the assumption underlying this policy is that the integration of
ethnic Koreans into foreign societies will help in promoting the rights
and interests of overseas Koreans. However, non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and the academic community have criticized this policy,
asserting that it promotes assimilation rather than integration.1 Some
also assert that MOFAT should not be in charge of government policies
towards overseas Koreans. They say that the Ministry has concentrated
on minimizing diplomatic conflict with other countries rather than on
dealing with issues regarding ethnic Koreans. Its only efforts on behalf
of overseas Koreans have been limited to the cultural dimension and
matters such as language education; it has stayed away from more impor-
tant but controversial political, economic, judicial and human rights is-
sues. For example, the government has shown little concern for new emi-
grants seeking employment or for computer and other technical training
for second- and third-generation ethnic Koreans living in the CIS coun-
tries and China. The Korea Education Institute has also been criticized
for concentrating narrowly on projects related to language and cultural
education.

Proposals for the establishment of a Department of Overseas Koreans
have been opposed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. In fact,
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it even opposed creation of the OKF. The Ministry was also against the
passage of the Overseas Koreans Law in 1999. From the start, the party
in power and the Ministry of Justice have defined an overseas Korean as
a person of ethnic Korean origin who had obtained citizenship of a coun-
try other than South Korea. But owing to opposition from MOFAT, the
government has adopted the more restrictive definition of an overseas
Korean as ‘‘a person who either had Korean citizenship in the past or
was a direct relative of a foreign national who had been designated by
the president’’. This definition has resulted in the exclusion of 2.6 million
ethnic Koreans who are descendants of the migrants who moved to Rus-
sia, China and Japan in the nineteenth century. The government’s defini-
tion also runs counter to that of the Overseas Koreans Foundation Bill,
which defines an overseas Korean as ‘‘a person of ethnic Korean origin,
regardless of his/her nationality, who is currently living in a foreign
country’’. The OKF and NGOs have called for a revision of the current
definition.

In November 2001, the Constitutional Court ruled that the definition of
ethnic Koreans with foreign citizenship under the Overseas Koreans Law
violated the principle of equality and called for its amendment by 31 De-
cember 2003. As a result, public and political debate over how and where
to set the boundary of the definition of ‘‘overseas Koreans’’ intensified,
as did the government’s efforts to develop a policy plan to accommodate
the needs and interests of overseas Koreans. As we shall see below, how-
ever, the issue remains unresolved.

It is regrettable that there is no single government organization rep-
resenting the interests of people who make up 11 per cent of the entire
Korean population in the world. A stronger commitment by the Korean
government is necessary in order to promote the welfare of overseas Ko-
reans and also to take advantage of the resources they represent. Educa-
tion is a case in point. For the 6 million ethnic Koreans living in 151 coun-
tries, there are only 25 Korean schools in 15 countries, most of them in
Asia; and for the 2.4 million Koreans (more than one-third of all overseas
Koreans) who live in North America, there is only one Korean school. In
contrast, the majority of Korean-language schools overseas are in North
America (1,085 of the 1,923 schools in 96 countries). It is evident that
overseas Koreans are very interested in teaching their children the Ko-
rean language while relying on American educational institutions for
standard education. A similar situation is found in Europe and the CIS,
where there is only one Korean school but 593 Korean-language schools
(see table 8.6). As of July 2001, the government had dispatched only 12
officials to support and monitor Korean educational institutions abroad.
In order to enhance the diplomatic position of South Korea and the na-
tional identity of overseas Koreans through educational programmes, the
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government should expand its support for Korean schools and Korean-
language programmes abroad.

Future tasks for Korean emigrant policies

Proposed revision of the Overseas Koreans Law

In November 2001, an amendment to the Overseas Koreans Law was
proposed for the inclusion of ethnic Koreans living in China and Russia
in the definition of ‘‘overseas Koreans’’. Unfortunately, there has been
little agreement on how to achieve this objective. The law was amended
in February 2004, but the so-called definition clause remained un-
changed. As a result, Korean Chinese, that is Chinese citizens of Korean
ethnicity, and also Korean Russians, are not regarded as overseas Kor-
eans. Meanwhile, the amended law contravenes the Supreme Court’s
decision.

Although the revision of the law is supported by the moral and legal
justifications provided by the Constitutional Court, it is not a simple task.
This is because the revision itself presents several problems. One of the
most serious obstacles is that the offering of special privileges to overseas
Koreans in the form of a special law, such as the Overseas Koreans Law,
goes against the spirit of international law, notably the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. International law prohibits dis-
crimination against people on the basis of ethnic, religious or racial back-
ground and advocates the principle of equality of people both at home
and abroad. More concretely, the proposed inclusion of ethnic Koreans
living in China in the definition of overseas Koreans could bring Korea
into diplomatic conflict with China. It could also negatively affect the do-
mestic labour market, in which Chinese citizens of Korean ethnicity are
an increasingly important element.

Despite these problems, if the Korean people demand, and social cir-
cumstances require, a revision, it will be appropriate to overcome the ob-
stacles to amending the law. The first problem can be eased by adopting a
system or law that best suits the interests and needs of overseas Korean
residents in the short run but still conforms to international norms and
standards in the long run. The second problem is more difficult to tackle:
diplomatic tensions with China could possibly cause serious damage to
Korea’s national interests, as the two countries are highly interdependent
in the political, diplomatic, security and economic spheres. But it would
be wise for the Korean government to make its Chinese counterpart
aware that in this age of increasing interdependence, China depends on
Korea nearly as much as Korea depends on China. The Korean govern-
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ment should constantly remind the Chinese government that the Josun-
jok (Chinese of Korean descent) who come to South Korea play an im-
portant role in increasing foreign earnings for China and in enhancing
the productivity of China’s work force. Moreover, the strengthening of
the Josunjok community would have a positive effect on improving rela-
tions between South Korea and North Korea; and improved North–
South relations would contribute to peace and stability in Northeast
Asia, which is also in China’s interest. Korea must also convince China
that dual nationality is becoming a general international trend and that
the Overseas Koreans Law is not a system that is against China’s minor-
ities policy.

It is also imperative to establish an institution that has executive power
to handle the affairs of overseas Korean residents. This institution would
need to have access to experts who have the professional knowledge,
willingness and commitment to help overseas Korean residents and the
ability to execute policies in a consistent and effective manner. For this
to happen, the Policy Commission of Overseas Koreans, which has been
dormant since the late 1990s,2 should be revived and the overlapping
tasks of MOFAT and the Ministry of Justice should be rearranged.
Concrete solutions to this problem would include the establishment of a
secretariat in the Policy Commission as a permanent entity. This would
allow it to provide the basic guidelines and foundations for a policy to-
wards overseas Koreans that would eventually lead to the creation of a
body independent of MOFAT and ensure stronger executive measures.
This agency would need to be integrated into the Bureau of Overseas
Koreans Affairs under the auspices of the Prime Minister or become an
independent body under the Policy Commission of Overseas Koreans.

Better policies towards overseas Koreans

Until now, the government’s policy towards Korean residents overseas
has been criticized for being self-serving because the government has
placed large demands on overseas Korean communities while doing little
or nothing for them in return. In addition, it has been criticized for being
passive and concentrating only on cultural exchange projects, as noted
above, and for ignoring human rights violations against Koreans abroad
so as to avoid worsening diplomatic relations with host countries. Since
its beginning in 2003, the Roh Moo Hyun administration has emphasized
that Korea should become a ‘‘core nation in Northeast Asia’’: it would
take the initiative in leading the region to an era of peace and prosperity
as well as develop Korea into an economic hub of Northeast Asia. In
order to realize this goal, the government must recognize that overseas
residents are ‘‘assets to their homeland’’. Both South Korea and North

REALITIES OF SOUTH KOREA’S MIGRATION POLICIES 203



Korea should collaborate in establishing cooperative policies towards
overseas Korean residents. Additionally, overseas residents must be recog-
nized for their role as mediators between the two Koreas who facilitate
exchange and cooperation and help to ease mutual mistrust and hostility.
Furthermore, it is essential that the principle of equality be maintained at
all times, thus preventing social, political and economic discrimination
among groups of overseas Korean residents.

Another major issue facing the Roh Moo Hyun administration con-
cerns the restoration of the right to participate in South Korean politi-
cal life to Korean nationals residing overseas. Korean nationals abroad
should be able to vote in Korean elections, much as US soldiers and civil-
ians stationed at the Yongsan garrison in Korea are able to vote in US
presidential elections. All modern countries grant their nationals living
abroad the right to participate in the political process at home. Korea al-
lowed this in the past, but the ‘‘Yushin’’ (revitalizing reform) constitu-
tion, which gave President Park Chung Hee the possibility of remaining
President indefinitely, took this right away. Its restoration should be the
first priority on the foreign policy agenda of the current administration,
and Korean nationals overseas should propose this change to the govern-
ment. This restoration can be more easily justified than creating an over-
seas resident foundation or enacting a special overseas residents law. All
South Korean citizens, be they students, businessmen or permanent resi-
dents overseas, should be able to participate in elections in South Korea.
Moreover, voting by absentee ballot has become much easier with the
spread of the Internet. Although it might be difficult to grant these rights
to overseas Koreans for local elections, their voting right for presidential
elections should be honoured.

The proposed legislative change can be facilitated by promoting a sense
of national identity and pride among overseas Koreans. This would be
achieved by enhancing Korea’s international standing, actively protecting
overseas residents from discrimination and human rights abuses and pro-
moting government-supported cultural performances abroad. Of course,
these measures must be taken while respecting the interests and rights
of other ethnic groups and nationalities. The ideals of ‘‘open national-
ism’’ and ‘‘open Korean community’’ will play a pivotal role in establish-
ing a Korean community that is in step with the information age of the
twenty-first century and that emphasizes freedom, individuality, equality
and sharing.

Foreign migrants in Korea

During the past decade, Korea, one of the few ethnically homogeneous
nation-states in the world, was indifferent to the interests and concerns
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of foreign migrants in the country. In 1992, the number of foreigners
entering the country was only in the thousands. This was a result of the
Korean government’s strict immigration control, which reflected a fear
that foreign workers could depress the working conditions of Korean
workers and eventually displace marginal workers. However, Korea
slowly changed its perspective and started to accept foreign workers in
the early 1990s, when factory operations faced serious labour shortages.
Even though the Korean economy experienced a severe blow in the
wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the demand for foreigner workers
continued to grow. The need to attract foreign businesses and investment
to South Korea increased further when China, South Korea’s neighbour-
ing competitor, joined the World Trade Organization in 2000.

In an attempt to attract foreigners to Korea, the South Korean govern-
ment, in partnership with many large corporations, has conducted an
industrial training programme since 1993, which provides more incen-
tives to foreign workers. In addition, the number of foreigners coming to
South Korea has increased for various reasons, including employment,
business and investment, education and tourism. The 2002 soccer World
Cup attracted international attention to South Korea and brought a large
number of foreigners and substantial amounts of foreign currency to the
country. Although the number of international migrants declined by two
per cent that year, it was still more than a 100 per cent increase from the
levels of the 1990s. As of 31 December 2002, the number of foreign resi-
dents in South Korea was estimated at 629,006, comprising 339,767 legal
aliens and 289,239 illegal aliens. The total number was an increase of 11
per cent over 2001 (see table 8.7).

Foreigners in South Korea can be divided into three categories: legal
and illegal workers, migrants and asylum seekers, and tourists and other
foreigners. The following sections will discuss briefly the issues of asylum
seekers and North Korean defectors but will focus more on the situation
of foreign workers, who account for the majority of the foreign presence
in Korea.

Table 8.7 Foreign residents in South Korea, 31 December 2002

Legal
foreigners

Percentage
increase
(compared
to 2001)

Illegal
foreigners

Percentage
increase
(compared
to 2001) Total

Percentage
increase
(compared
to 2001)

339,767 9 289,239 13.3 629,006 11

Source: Korean Ministry of Justice, Press Release (in Korean), 9 January 2003.
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The state of foreign workers in Korea

Foreign workers officially began to enter Korea when the country
launched the industrial training system in 1993. In an effort to offset
the shortage of labour, they were permitted to work in sectors such as
manufacturing, clothing, footwear, textiles, rubber and plastics, synthetic
metal, automotive equipment and coastal fisheries. Coming from China,
the Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Myanmar (Burma), Sri
Lanka, Nepal and Pakistan, the foreign workers were originally per-
mitted to stay in the country for up to one year. They earned hourly
wages in the rage of 2,000–3,000 won (approximately US$2); illegal
workers earned approximately 3,580 won per hour. As the number of
foreigners in the country continued to grow, the limit on their length of
stay was extended to two years. To qualify for the training programme
in South Korea, foreign workers had to be between 18 and 35 years of
age, to have no criminal record and to be from one of 14 countries desig-
nated by the government.

Foreign workers have experienced various forms of policy discrimina-
tion and social prejudice. For example, more than 70 per cent of all for-
eign trainees work overtime (50–60 hours a week), in comparison with
the average of 40–44 working hours for Koreans in the manufacturing in-
dustry. Also, owing to poor working conditions and malnutrition, several
foreign trainees have suffered health problems such as tuberculosis and
pneumonia. The working conditions faced by foreign trainees result from
the presence of a huge number of illegal foreign workers, who are offi-
cially labelled as ‘‘unregistered foreign laborers’’. Illegal workers often
enter Korea on a tourist or visitor visa and find employment, or they re-
place foreign trainees in small and medium-sized firms who have de-
serted their posts because of highly unsatisfactory working conditions.

Becoming an illegal worker is not a wise decision. Most illegal workers
are employed or re-employed by very small, poorly equipped firms near
metropolitan areas. Violations of human rights and labour laws are com-
mon in these firms. A protest initiated by the Citizens’ Coalition for Eco-
nomic Justice in 1994 provided the impetus for the passage of a bill re-
quiring employers to provide a minimal level of financial compensation
to illegal workers who are injured on the job. However, illegal workers
rarely get their compensation. They are afraid of being forcibly deported
from the country if their employers report their illegal status to the gov-
ernment. In many cases, illegal workers either give up receiving compen-
sation or receive only a small proportion of what they are entitled to.

Another problem arises when an illegal foreign worker wishes to
marry a Korean citizen. In the case of foreign women, they are able le-
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gally to marry Korean men and become naturalized citizens of Korea.
But foreign men do not acquire Korean citizenship when they marry Ko-
rean women. The foreign husband would have to apply continually for a
three-month visitor’s visa and repeatedly enter and exit the country in or-
der to stay with his spouse legally. Many foreign men live with their Ko-
rean spouses without registering their marriage. Their children are not
able to acquire Korean citizenship because they are classified as illegal
immigrants, like their fathers.

These problems notwithstanding, the number of illegal migrants in
Korea has continued to increase, from 68,000 in 1992 to 115,000 in 1999
to more than 300,000 in 2004. This increase has been associated in part
with the Korean government’s policy towards foreign workers. In the face
of serious labour shortages, the government has encouraged the inflow of
foreign workers. The expansion of the job market stimulated by a grow-
ing economy has resulted in the employment of people from Southeast
Asia and China in the so-called ‘‘3-D (dangerous, dirty and demeaning)
jobs’’, which Koreans are reluctant to hold. Critics argue that the govern-
ment has ‘‘used’’ foreign workers but failed to assume responsibility for
the social consequences of its policy.

Labour strife has increased sharply in Korea in recent years as the
demand for foreign workers has risen rapidly. In 1995, there were
demonstrations in Seoul drawing public attention to the plight of foreign
workers, including serious violations of their human rights. In response,
the government has proposed measures to improve the working condi-
tions of foreign trainees. In July 2003, the Ministry of Justice, with the
approval of the National Assembly, introduced Laws Concerning the
Employment of Foreign Workers, to grant legal status to 227,000 unregis-
tered foreign labourers. If properly implemented, the law is expected to
result in an increase in the number of foreign workers in the country, in-
cluding officially recognized employees and trainees, to between 300,000
and 400,000 in 2004.

Policies towards foreign workers

In 1992, the Korean government began to offer amnesty to undocu-
mented foreign workers. At that time, 61,126 foreign workers of about
68,000 were officially registered and allowed to stay in Korea until
the end of 1992.3 In September 1993, there was a shortage of 120,220
workers in the manufacturing sector. (In the entire economy, there was
a 4 per cent shortage of production workers, about 250,000 workers.)
The industrial training system introduced by the government in 1993
(see above) allowed 20,000 foreign trainees into Korea that year. In
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1994, some 30,000 industrial trainees entered Korea, and the number
increased to 50,000 in 1995, 70,000 in 1996, 80,000 in 1997 and 85,000 in
2002. The foreign trainees have been processed by the Korea Interna-
tional Training Cooperation Corps, which was established in 1992 under
the aegis of the Korea Federation of Small Businesses.4

The government’s position on the import of foreign labour has been
mixed. The Ministry of Labor called for the introduction of a work
permit system for foreign workers in 1994 but the Ministry of Trade, In-
dustry and Resources claimed that the foreign trainee system should be
maintained in order to prevent the cost increases of authorized foreign
labour that the proposed work permit system would cause.5

In 2002, the Korean government provided a two-month registration
period for the estimated 265,848 unauthorized foreigners; the majority
of them had entered Korea legally but had overstayed or violated the
terms of their visas. During this period, 255,978 foreigners registered
(151,313 Chinese, including 91,726 ethnic Korean Chinese, followed by
17,087 Bangladeshis and smaller numbers of Filipinos, Mongolians and
Vietnamese). They were permitted to stay in the country until March
2003. Most of these registered workers (77 per cent, or 220,000) were in
Seoul and its suburbs, and 89,174 of them worked in manufacturing,
55,907 in construction, 34,573 in restaurants and private houses and
2,400 in farming.6

Since its establishment, the International Labor Organization (ILO)
has been an advocate of the rights of foreign workers as ‘‘migrant
workers’’, not ‘‘foreign labor’’. It has called for the protection of those
who are currently working or searching for employment abroad owing
to economic or other reasons. According to the ILO, human rights poli-
cies for foreign workers should be based on the principle of equality:
equal treatment for foreign and domestic workers. The Korean govern-
ment should embrace this principle and the international standards for
the protection of foreign workers by ensuring, for example, the protec-
tion of industrial trainees under Korean labour law.

The aforementioned fact that 227,000 illegal foreign workers will gain
legal status according to new legislation is a welcome development. How-
ever, it remains to be seen whether the implementation of this law will
bring about the desired results. These workers must meet several condi-
tions in order to obtain legal status. They must have lived in Korea for
less than four years as of 31 March 2003 and must be currently employed
in one of six specified areas: manufacturing, construction, service, agricul-
ture, livestock farming or fishery. Otherwise, they must leave the country.
And a total of 900,000 illegal workers, those who have lived in Korea for
more than four years and those who have attained illegal status after
March 2003, are not entitled to apply for legal status.
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Asylum seekers, North Korean defectors and human
trafficking victims in South Korea

Asylum seekers

According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
South Korea ranks among the lowest countries in the world in terms of
the number of asylum seekers it admits.7 In 1994, the Korean govern-
ment amended its immigration law, permitting individuals to file asylum
appeals with it. However, according to the UNHCR, the actual process
of applying for asylum has been extremely difficult. Between 1994 and
1999, more than 50 people from at least 14 countries, including Algeria,
Iran, Afghanistan and China, applied for asylum in South Korea, but the
government denied all applications.8

The government finally granted an Eritrean man refugee status in Feb-
ruary 2002. This was the first refugee it had recognized since it joined the
UN Convention relating to the Status of Refugees of 1951 and the 1967
Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. A Congolese asylum seeker
was the second to be granted refugee status, in December 2002.9 As of
September 2003, a total of 181 foreign nationals had officially requested
refugee status, and 14 of them had been granted it (see table 8.8). Of the
other applications, 37 were voluntarily withdrawn and the rest were ei-
ther denied or were pending. A review of the status of asylum seekers
by region reveals that 74 asylum seekers were from 6 Asian states, 20
from 2 Middle Eastern countries and 87 from 14 African states.

In order to receive refugee status in Korea, a petitioner must go
through a process of investigation by the Refugee Recognition Council,
under the aegis of the Ministry of Justice. Although Korean law on refu-
gees has received much international criticism for being excessively strict,
it must be recognized that 12 of 14 petitions had been granted during the
nine months to September 2003. This reflects the government’s changing
attitude towards refugees. It is particularly encouraging that on 19 Sep-
tember 2003, the Ministry of Justice granted refugee status to two Arab

Table 8.8 Acceptance of refugees by South Korea, 1994–2003

Year 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Number of
asylum seekers

5 2 4 12 26 4 48 32 33 15

Number of people
accepted as refugees

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 12

Source: This information was acquired from the South Korean Ministry of Justice
at the author’s request.
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men in their 30s who had converted to Christianity. Almost all the asy-
lum cases that had been recognized by Korea and other countries were
of people who had fled political persecution. As the granting of refugee
status on religious grounds is rare, this decision is worth noting.

North Korean refugees

The sudden surge of North Korean refugees in recent years has resulted
from the structural food crisis in North Korea since the mid-1990s. Des-
pite international relief aid to North Korea, over 2 million people are
estimated to have died from starvation, with hundreds of thousands leav-
ing the country for China. The number of defectors too has increased.
According to the Korean Ministry of Unification, North Korean defec-
tors to South Korea numbered below 100 before 1998. Since then, the
number has risen every year: 148 in 1999, 312 in 2000, 583 in 2001 and
1,141 in 2002, an annual increase of almost 100 per cent. In 2003, 1,281
defectors came to South Korea; and as of June 2004, 760 had arrived. In
July 2004, 460 came to the South. At this rate, more than 2,000 were ex-
pected to come by the end of 2004.

In the past, North Korean defectors, mainly male political elites or sol-
diers, defected to the South for ideological and political reasons. South
Koreans welcomed them as Kwysoon Yongsa (‘‘brave soldiers’’, who sur-
rendered themselves to the South). However, the nature and type of
North Korean defector has been changing, particularly during the past
decade. More and more North Korean defectors are coming to South
Korea with their families for economic and social reasons. The propor-
tion of women defectors arriving in the South has also been increasing.
In 2001, it was 42.3 per cent, but it increased to 49.6 per cent in 2001,
53.2 per cent in 2002 and 59.2 per cent (354 people) in 2003.10

Direct defection to the South through the heavily land mined and
tightly guarded Demilitarized Zone has been rare. The majority of defec-
tors have illegally crossed the Yalu River or the north-eastern Chinese
border to enter China and then have sought refuge in foreign embassies
or have travelled to a third country in order to come to South Korea.

Estimates of the number of North Koreans fleeing to China vary
widely, ranging from tens of thousands in official accounts (100,000 by
the UN and other international organizations) to as many as 300,000–
400,000 according to some NGOs. These defectors are now scattered
mostly in the Korean autonomous district of Yanbian in Jilin Province,
as well as in Heilongjiang and Liaoning provinces; some have found their
way to larger cities such as Tianjin and Shanghai.

According to the 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of Refu-
gees and the 1967 Protocol, these North Korean escapees, who are
mainly in search of food, are not ‘‘refugees’’. The Chinese government
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has without exception labelled all North Korean escapees in their coun-
try as ‘‘illegal aliens’’. Most escapees have been forcibly repatriated to
North Korea, in accord with the 1962 Chinese–North Korean border
treaty. Most North Korean refugees live under the constant fear of being
arrested and forcibly repatriated to North Korea by the Chinese police,
North Korean espionage operatives or the Chinese Josunjok, who have
North Korean citizenship. Furthermore, these escapees in China are suf-
fering human rights violations, such as being victims of human trafficking
or labour exploitation; but despite this, they remain silent, for fear of
being deported.

The South Korean government has been practising ‘‘soft diplomacy’’ on
the issue of North Korean refugees in China by requesting that they be
provided with ‘‘special treatment’’ based on humanitarian principles while
it respects China’s rights under international law. In recent years, many
Korean escapees in China have voiced their desire to defect to South
Korea, but the South Korean government has not been eager to help
them, mainly owing to its concern about diplomatic relations with China.

The ‘‘sunshine policy’’ of the Kim Dae Jung administration and the
succeeding ‘‘peace and prosperity policy’’ of the Roh Moo Hyun admin-
istration were initiated in the hope of slowly changing North Korea into a
partner for dialogue and reconciliation. Still, diplomacy involves both the
‘‘carrot’’ and the ‘‘stick’’. Aid and the ‘‘sunshine policy’’ are the South’s
carrot for North Korea, but the South Korean government also needs to
raise the ‘‘stick’’ when the safety of escapees is threatened. Some argue
that aid to North Korea, especially monetary cash relief, and the ‘‘sun-
shine policy’’ have actually ended up giving the North Korean govern-
ment all the profit and the opportunity to strengthen itself while leaving
millions of North Korean citizens starving. Thus, in addition to the need
for continued diplomatic talks, exchanges and cooperation, South Korea
should insist on the North’s adherence to universal principles of human-
ity, such as human rights and humanitarianism.

Without principles and strategies as anchors, without any advance
analysis of the consequences of its policies, the South will only present
a reactive response to Chinese and North Korean government policies
on North Korean refugees. South Korea must try to convince China that
China’s involvement in resolving the escapees issue will not lead to the
collapse of North Korea and instability in the region. But it must also
make it clear that China’s acquiescence to the North’s demand that
North Korean escapees in China be forcibly repatriated will only ensure
the continuation of instability in the region, to the detriment of China’s
own interests. It is important to constantly remind the Chinese govern-
ment that engaging actively in resolving the North Korean defection is-
sue according to humanitarian terms will not only support China’s image
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as ‘‘a responsible superpower’’ but also help it to develop into a world-
leading country.

If the ultimate goal of South Korea’s policy towards North Korea is to
secure the rights and well-being of the North Korean people, then that
policy must be extended to include the hundreds of thousands of North
Korean refugees as well. Given the seriousness and urgency of the issue,
it is imperative for the South Korean government to set clear principles,
develop concrete and comprehensive plans and undertake measures to
coordinate and lead international efforts to achieve that goal.

The trafficking of women

South Korea is one of the states serving as a source, transit and destina-
tion country for the trafficking of women for prostitution. Victims come
mainly from the Philippines, Thailand, China, Russia, Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan. Women normally enter the country on ‘‘entertainer’’ visas
and are forced to work as prostitutes in private clubs and bars. Mean-
while, South Korean women are kidnapped and sent to countries such
as Japan and the United States. At present, the Korean government fully
complies with all international laws and regulations on the prosecution
and prevention of kidnapping (e.g. the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons). The government prosecutes traffick-
ers through a variety of criminal statutes. In 2002, for example, it de-
tained and investigated 450 suspected traffickers, of whom 90 were in-
dicted and 68 were convicted. Also, in cooperation with Interpol and
foreign governments, South Korea has been one of the key players in
identifying and arresting traffickers. NGOs advocating human rights and
women’s issues have also been actively engaged in the protection of vic-
tims of human trafficking and the prevention of smuggling of women. It is
important for the government to provide comprehensive guidelines so as
to effectively coordinate the efforts of the parties concerned.

Conclusion

The migration policies, past and present, of the South Korean govern-
ment have been mostly passive, despite some changes in recent years.
This is the case whether the policies deal with the emigration of Korean
citizens to foreign countries or the immigration of foreigners to South
Korea. Its policies have failed to reduce the vulnerability of overseas
Koreans and of foreign immigrants in Korea to discrimination and viola-
tions of individual rights.

In the past, the government’s passive approaches towards migration
were justified by the logic of the Cold War, traditional diplomatic games
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and state security. But today, the growing interdependence of states, a
manifestation of globalization, presents opportunities as well as threats
to the State.

On the one hand, interdependence can be an opportunity in that the
network of 6 million Koreans living around the world could contribute to
the advancement of South Korea’s political and diplomatic interests in the
international arena. For this to be possible, however, the Korean govern-
ment must change its attitude, from one of regarding overseas Koreans as
‘‘former Korean citizens’’ to one that views them as ‘‘permanent Korean
nationals’’ whose needs and rights it should consider in its policies.

On the other hand, interdependence poses a serious challenge to South
Korea because the country can no longer keep its doors closed to inter-
national immigrants who wish to come there. Strict immigration regula-
tions could have the unintended consequence of increasing the number
of ‘‘unauthorized’’ immigrants in the country. The fact that these immi-
grants are ‘‘illegal’’ implies that there are only a limited number of legal
and institutional channels to help them make a living in the country.
Through its restrictive immigration policy, the South Korean government
not only subjects ‘‘unauthorized’’ individuals to a threat of personal in-
security but also potentially threatens the security of society and even
the State itself if these individuals decide to resort to unlawful means of
making a living. In view of the increasing number of illegal immigrants in
the country in recent years, the South Korean government should find
a way to incorporate unauthorized immigrants into the population of
authorized migrants. This would also help it to respond more effectively
to transnational crimes such as human and drug trafficking.

The above examination of the realities of South Korea’s migration pol-
icies in the context of interdependence could be a guide for the country’s
future policies towards Koreans living abroad and immigrants in South
Korea.
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9

Foreign migration issues in
Mongolia

Tsedendamba Batbayar

Introduction

The strength of the Russian presence in Mongolia has diminished in
recent years but it remains strong in newer cities such as Erdenet and
Darkhan in the north, closer to the border with Russia. Their Russian
civilian populations have remained after the departure of the military,
and many are now involved in Mongolian–Russian business partnerships
that support the local and national economy. Today, these still mostly
industrial communities, which are engaged in mining and some manu-
facturing, are a cause for anxiety concerning Mongolia’s future, as some
worry about the possible participation of Russian criminal groups in
illegal activities, such as money-laundering, the narcotics trade etc.

Most important, however, to Mongolia, its national security policies
and strategies is its ever-present and powerful neighbour China. Al-
though Chinese–Mongolian relations have improved significantly since
1990, China’s economic and social influence in the country has gradu-
ally been increasing, a cause of worry for Mongolians. This is demon-
strated in legislation adopted in June 2002, the Law on Land Owner-
ship of Mongolian Citizens. It gives all Mongolian citizens the right to
own land, except pastures, for personal and business purposes, but
it prohibits them from selling, giving as a gift or transferring their land
to a foreign citizen or a person without Mongolian citizenship. This pro-
hibition was a response to the fear of Chinese acquisition of land through
a local agent.
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China has a huge population – some 1.3 billion to Mongolia’s 2.5 mil-
lion. The neighbouring Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region has a pop-
ulation of approximately 20 million. At any time, some 100 million peo-
ple are on the move in China; they seek a better life, coming from rural
to urban areas in search of employment, or they are looking for new op-
portunities abroad. China’s population density is 127 times greater than
Mongolia’s, making Mongolia seem like a land of frontier opportunity to
some Chinese. Mongolia has difficulty in defending itself against Chinese
influence on a variety of fronts – from imported goods and foodstuffs
to business and investment, intermarriage and illegal immigration or
settlement. Both countries are opening their economies to freer trade,
but at a price that threatens Mongolia’s cultural identity and economic
independence.1

The interplay of Chinese and Russian factors: A historical
perspective

The process of settling Chinese nationals in Mongolian lands has a long
history. This history began in 1725 when, by decree of the Qing emper-
ors, the first Chinese farmers settled in the fertile lands of the Orkhon
and Tuul river basins; in 1762, more settled in the Khobdo region. The
basic duty of the Chinese settlers was to provide food for Chinese sol-
diers stationed in Mongolia, who were fighting the rebellious Jungar
Khanate. Farming was scaled back with the onset of peace and the with-
drawal of the Chinese soldiers.

During the more than 200 years of rule by the Manchu Qing dynasty,
Mongolia was effectively sealed off from any foreign, especially Chinese,
presence. Knowing that the nomadic Mongols did not like the Han Chi-
nese and despised Chinese sedentary culture, the Manchu rulers of China
were careful not to mix the two cultures. Indeed, they were interested in
maintaining the Mongols as a strong ally, and they introduced and imple-
mented several anti-Chinese laws that remained effective well into the
beginning of the twentieth century. These laws forbade the Chinese from
crossing the Mongolian border, from cultivating Mongolian pastoral lands
and from marrying Mongolian women.

Trade was the main Chinese activity in Mongolia. Virtually every town
had either a small branch of a Chinese trading company or a commercial
agent who would collect raw animal materials from the Mongols in ex-
change for tea, tobacco, china, fabrics and the like. In order to limit the
number of Chinese traders in Mongolia and prevent their permanent
residence there, the Manchu court carefully devised a policy whereby a
special licence to trade in Mongolia had to be sought in Peking. Beginning
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in 1720, Chinese merchants were required to get special permission to
enter Mongolia, and in addition were required to return to China.

Chinese merchants were concentrated in major cities such as Khobdo,
Uliastai, Ulaangom and Yihe Khuree. By some estimates, there were
about 500 Chinese firms and 100,000 (or 50,000 by other estimates) Chi-
nese settlers in northern Mongolia by the end of the nineteenth century.
The Chinese commercial network dominated all of Mongolia: the volume
of trade between northern Mongolia and China, estimated at 50,000,000
roubles in 1905, was six times as large as that between China and Russia.2

Until 1911, Russian commerce and the number of Russian citizens in
Mongolia were relatively small compared to the Chinese presence. Their
trade with Mongolia was worth about 8 to 10 million roubles per year,
and there were probably only around 800 Russians in the entire country.
Yihe Khuree, which the Russians called Urga and the Soviets later re-
named Ulaanbaatar, had become the largest population centre in Mon-
golia and also the centre of trade and commerce. Naturally, the principal
traders and merchants in Yihe Khuree were the Chinese and the Rus-
sians. By some estimates, Yihe Khuree had some 4,500 Chinese crafts-
men, along with about 40 large Chinese firms, 25 Russian firms and
around 100 small shops and stalls. By this time, small Japanese and Kor-
ean communities had appeared; their members engaged in small-scale
trading, provided medical services and owned barber’s shops.

The People’s Revolution in Mongolia in 1921, supported by Soviet
Russia, brought an entirely new dimension to the foreign presence in the
country. According to the official report given to the Second Congress of
the State Hural (the Mongolian parliament), which convened in 1925,
there were 51,207 foreigners living in Mongolia, including 23,919 Chi-
nese, 318 Tibetans and 161 Southern Mongols. Another report lists about
2,700 people of German, British, American, Danish, French, Polish,
Hungarian and Italian origin residing in Mongolia by the mid-1920s.
(Government reports do not specify the nationality of the other, more
than 20,000, foreigners, but it is safe to assume that they were mostly
Russian.) The tolerant policy of allowing foreigners to live in Mongolia
and engage in various activities ended by 1929. All foreigners except
Russians were required to leave the country; those who resisted were
forcibly expelled. In 1929 alone, more than 4,000 foreigners, including
German, Swedish and Danish industrial experts, were driven out of
Mongolia.3 This was in line with the Soviet Union’s desire to isolate
Mongolia completely from the outside world so as to pursue its eco-
nomic interest of establishing a monopoly of trade with the Mongolian
market.

The birth of communist China in 1949 was most significant, as it
opened up broad opportunities for landlocked Mongolia. Until the mid-
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1960s, Mongolia benefited from growing cooperation between the USSR
and China. Chinese labourers arrived to build a number of projects in
Mongolia, including the first apartment buildings in Ulaanbaatar. These
workers and their families numbered between 17,000 and 18,000 in the
years 1955–1964. The Chinese built their own school and hospital in
Ulaanbaatar. The first large-scale departure of Chinese labourers oc-
curred in May 1962, and most left Mongolia in 1963–1964.4

The Russian presence was greatest in the 1960s and 1970s, when Soviet
economic assistance enabled the construction of several hundred indus-
trial projects. The large industrial town of Darkhan, second in size only
to Ulaanbaatar, was built in northern Mongolia by an international team
mainly of Russians and east Europeans. Soviet construction activity in
Mongolia began in 1964, and by the 1970s it focused on building mostly
high-rise apartment buildings in Ulaanbaatar. The Soviets invested most
in constructing a huge copper plant, called Erdenet, between 1973 and
1981. By 1989, about 19,000 Soviet citizens, including 9,700 construction
workers, 1,700 technicians, 3,000 geologists and another 3,000 working in
joint-venture entities, were registered in Mongolia as ‘‘Soviet civilian spe-
cialists’’.5 Most of the Russians left Mongolia in 1990–1991 when bilat-
eral relations ceased upon the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The current status of the foreign presence in Mongolia

Mongolia held its first free elections in 1990, and since then it has taken
important steps towards building a pluralistic and democratic society.
Political liberalization in the country has opened up unprecedented
freedoms of religion and travel for its citizens. Additionally, Mongolia’s
openness has made it very attractive to foreigners, leading to a dramatic
increase in the number of foreign residents in the country, both legal and
illegal.

During the socialist period (before 1990), Mongolian citizens had very
limited access to passports necessary for travelling abroad. At the same
time, foreign nationals, except those from the USSR and east European
countries, had to contend with visa issuance policies that made travel to
Mongolia almost impossible. A foreign citizen’s travel and residence in
Mongolia were regulated by the Regulation on Entry to the Mongolian
People’s Republic and Exit from the MPR and the Law on Rights and
Obligations of Foreign Citizens in the MPR.6 During the period of Sino-
Soviet confrontation, Moscow was Mongolia’s only entry/exit point for
both foreigners and Mongolians.

After 1990, every citizen of Mongolia was given an equal opportunity
to obtain a passport and travel abroad. Businesses, both private and pub-
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lic, were provided with the same right to engage in international trade
and commerce. By some estimates, about 30,000 Mongolian citizens trav-
elled abroad in 1990, a dramatic reversal of the pre-1990 trend. This
situation prompted the authorities to draft two important pieces of legis-
lation, which were passed by the State Great Hural in 1993.

The first act, the Law on Foreign Travel of Mongolian Citizens for Pri-
vate Business, was passed by the parliament on 24 December 1993. This
law gives every citizen of Mongolia the right to travel abroad and also the
right to emigrate, i.e. to reside permanently in a foreign country for pri-
vate purposes. It regulates procedures for the approval and issuance of
national passports and the rights and obligations of citizens travelling
abroad. In accordance with this law, the Civil Registration State Center
was established in Ulaanbaatar. The Center is responsible for the issu-
ance of ordinary passports to Mongolian citizens travelling abroad and
for the registration of foreigners residing in the country for longer than
30 days. It keeps a record of Mongolian passport holders as well as of for-
eign residents.

The second piece of legislation, the Law on the Legal Status of Foreign
Citizens, was also passed by the State Great Hural on 24 December 1993.
The purpose of this law is to define and regulate the rights and obliga-
tions of foreign citizens, aliens without Mongolian citizenship, with re-
gard to citizenship, entry, exit, transit and residence. This law consists of
five chapters: an introduction, the legal status of foreigners, visa issues
(entry, exit and transit through Mongolia), travel and residence in Mon-
golia, and other issues. Foreigners entering Mongolia are divided into six
categories: travellers; transit travellers; temporary residents; long-term
residents both for official and private purposes; permanent residents;
and immigrants. A traveller has the right to stay in the country for up to
30 days, a temporary resident for up to 90 days, a permanent resident for
up to 5 years and an immigrant for more than five years.7

Foreigners in Mongolia: Status and number

The most debated issue in the State Great Hural was whether or not
to limit the number of permanent residents and immigrants residing in
Mongolia. The decision that finally prevailed called for a numerical limit
or ‘‘ceiling’’ on the number of foreigners who plan to stay permanently in
the country. The law states that the number of permanent foreign resi-
dents and immigrants should not exceed one per cent of the Mongolian
population, i.e. Mongolian citizens, at any given time and that those from
one country should not exceed per cent of the total number of permanent
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foreign residents and immigrants already in the country. This stipulation
clearly reflects a deep-rooted concern about national security. The State
Great Hural later went further and established numerical limits on the
number of immigrants for 2000–2004. It specifies that each year, up to
100 immigrants, including 30 Chinese and 30 Russians, may be allowed
into the country.

The law on the legal status of foreign citizens was amended by the
State Great Hural in December 2000. The amendment requires all for-
eigners, except those invited in by the government, to register within
seven days of their arrival in Mongolia. This strict regulation met bitter
resistance and harsh criticism from foreign embassies and from foreign
citizens residing in Mongolia. Some foreigners even complained that such
a requirement was tantamount to a secret police surveillance network.
This resistance forced the Mongolian government to request that the
State Great Hural modify the regulation. It agreed to exclude travellers
(those planning to remain in-country for up to 30 days) from the duty of
registration.

The most important amendment made in December 2000 to the 1993
law was the creation of a new government service responsible for dealing
with matters relating to foreign citizens and immigrants. Its purpose was
to set up a unified professional immigration service that would handle all
issues relating to the residence and citizenship of foreign citizens in Mon-
golia and to their immigration there. The Immigration Service, inaugu-
rated in May 2001 under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Justice and
Home Affairs,8 subsequently took over the corresponding functions of
the Civil Registration State Center.

As of the end of 2003, according to the Immigration Service’s director
Ts. Buyanbadrakh, there were 15,036 foreign residents and immigrants
registered in Mongolia. They included 146 long-term foreign residents
for private purposes, 10,460 long-term residents for official purposes, 912
permanent residents and 2,258 immigrants from 13 countries. The num-
ber of long-term residents for private purposes had not exceeded 150
since 2000. Among the 146 foreigners from 21 countries, 12 came from
China and 20 came from Russia. One hundred and thirty-three of them
lived in Ulaanbaatar, and others resided in rural areas. Long-term resi-
dents for official purposes included those who worked in international
and foreign NGOs or in business entities with foreign capital or who
studied in Mongolian universities. Among the 10,460 foreigners regis-
tered as long-term residents, there were 3,760 Chinese citizens and 2,700
Russians.

The number of permanent residents, mostly foreigners married to
Mongolians, has been growing year by year. Their number was 588 in
2001, 609 in 2002 and 912 in 2003. The 912 permanent residents included
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227 Chinese and 413 Russians. The category of immigrants deserves spe-
cial attention. Immigrants included 1,323 Chinese, 888 Russians and 47
others, who had come from 11 countries. Their number had not exceeded
3,000 since the year 2000. The number of immigrants admitted per an-
num is around 30 people. For example, 34 immigrants were admitted in
2001, 26 in 2002 and 22 in 2003.9

The majority of foreign nationals represented in the category of im-
migrants are Chinese and Russians. Mongolia’s Law on Citizenship does
not recognize dual citizenship. Therefore, all 1,323 Chinese permanent
residents of Mongolia are Chinese citizens. Most of them live in Ulaan-
baatar and are concentrated in the Sukhebaatar and Chingeltei districts.
Traditionally, the Chinese in Mongolia have engaged in small-scale shop-
keeping and vegetable growing. Since the 1990s, however, the right to
travel freely has created opportunities for resident Chinese to set up
joint-venture companies with partners in China proper, most commonly
in the service, retail and wholesale trade sectors. Also, using their lan-
guage skills and familiarity with the local market, Chinese permanent res-
idents in Mongolia have begun to work as brokers for Chinese trading
companies.

Most of the Russian permanent residents in Mongolia have Russian
citizenship. Although having Russian citizenship was beneficial during
the socialist period, Russian nationals have faced increasing difficulties
since 1990. For example, Russians were excluded from privatization
schemes and social security benefits. Gradually, however, the Mongo-
lian government has agreed to extend social security insurance cov-
erage to Russian nationals and to privatize their apartments, as was
done for its own citizens. Although Russian citizens in Mongolia have
established the Association of Russian Citizens in order to protect their
rights, those who are termed ‘‘local Russians’’ continue to face high
unemployment.

Issues and problems

As indicated earlier, the number of foreigners visiting Mongolia has in-
creased dramatically since 1990. Most of them are short-term visitors or
tourists, who usually come to enjoy Mongolia’s virgin land during the
summer. The number of foreigners working with international organiza-
tions, such as the United Nations Development Program, has also in-
creased significantly. Contract workers, mostly from China, employed by
foreign-invested companies comprise a large part of the foreign presence
in Mongolia today. There are also a considerable number of missionaries,
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especially from Korea, who are trying to establish Christian churches and
are actively recruiting young believers.

The number of foreigners arriving in and departing from Mongolia
reached a peak in 2002 (see table 9.1); it declined in 2003 because of
concern about SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome). The majority
of foreign visitors came from China and Russia. In 2002 alone, 92,657 and
71,368 people visited from these countries respectively. Visitors from
South Korea, Japan, the United States and Germany followed in terms
of their number.

A common problem among foreigners in Mongolia, especially among
the Chinese and Russians, occurs when they overstay their visas. If a for-
eigner stays for longer than 30 days, he/she must register with the Immi-
gration Service or its offices in the provinces. In 2003 alone, 1,732 foreign
citizens from 52 countries were fined for illegal visa extension or for vio-
lation of the registration policy. Among them, Chinese citizens numbered
1,224 (70.6 per cent), Russians 132 (7.6 per cent) and others 376 (21.8 per
cent).10 The most likely explanation for disregard of the registration re-
quirement is that the low fine imposed on offenders has not sufficiently
encouraged compliance. Some of the violators have been deported from

Table 9.1 Number of arrivals and departures in Mongolia by country, 2000–2002

Inbound Outbound

Year 2000 2001 2002 2000 2001 2002

Country/region
USA 6,451 6,653 6,860 6,511 7,122 7,058
Australia 1,008 1,262 1,761 1,134 1,278 1,752
UK 2,800 3,122 3,537 3,032 3,021 3,306
South Korea 8,039 10,098 14,536 8,239 10,214 14,392
Germany 4,206 5,388 6,856 4,068 5,869 6,395
Denmark 602 617 863 639 627 721
Italy 743 961 987 801 914 958
Kazakhstan 1,677 1,569 1,976 1,510 1,536 1,740
Canada 611 825 1,062 663 782 1,058
Netherlands 1,391 1,352 1,739 1,302 1,595 1,665
Russian Fed. 49,456 66,415 71,368 48,712 62,037 66,985
Sweden 904 1,331 1,388 729 1,167 1,411
China 57,546 67,360 92,657 48,024 62,960 90,771
France 1,841 2,764 2,891 1,918 2,732 3,378
Switzerland 637 666 875 326 869 1,502
Japan 11,392 11,565 13,708 13,987 17,576 13,527
Other 8,901 10,109 12,201 8,168 9,826 13,727
Total 158,205 192,057 235,165 149,763 190,125 230,346

Source: Mongolian Statistical Yearbook 2002, Ulaanbaatar: National Statistical
Office of Mongolia, 2003, p. 225.
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the country for overstaying illegally or for violating the registration rules.
For example, 350 foreigners were deported in 2001 and 580 in 2002.

Because of geographical proximity, Mongolia offers citizens of Russia
and China ample opportunities for low-cost living and profitable trade,
and it also serves as a transit point to more advanced countries. During
the 1990s, the privatization of small-scale services and state-owned apart-
ments generated much interest among the citizens of foreign countries,
particularly Russia and China, who have had traditional connections
with Mongolia. Foreign interest-backed groups and individuals made the
bulk of the new acquisitions when much of the previously state-owned
property and many companies were sold at auction. Chinese restaurants,
German beer houses, Korean fast food shops and Korean dry-cleaners
now predominate in the streets of Ulaanbaatar.

As of 31 August 2003, there were 8,090 foreign contract workers from
72 countries registered with the Ministry of Social Welfare and Labor.
Among them, Chinese workers numbered 2,890 (35.7 per cent), Russians
1,744 (21.6 per cent) and Ukrainians 1,741 (21.5 per cent). These workers
were employed mostly in construction (2,257 or 27.9 per cent), mining
(2,673 or 33.0 per cent) and wholesale and retail trade (1,433 or 17.7 per
cent).11

The cashmere industry in Mongolia is an interesting example of an
expanding trade that increases the uneasiness characterizing Sino-
Mongolian relations. Chinese buyers, who are able to pay the highest
prices, are penetrating the domestic cashmere industry. The price of
cashmere has come to be dictated by them, who in turn recruit local
brokers to buy raw cashmere at the exchange markets in Ulaanbaatar.
The export of raw cashmere (by Chinese buyers in Mongolia) to China
for processing and manufacture has eliminated a raw export product
that previously was a major source of domestic industry and employment.
The goods making up Sino-Mongolian trade pass through one permanent
and nine seasonal border crossings, and Mongolians point to the rapidly
growing prosperity of these places of entry on the Chinese side as a sign
of one-sided profit.

Russians residing in Mongolia on a contract basis work mainly in the
major Mongolian–Russian joint venture companies that were set up dur-
ing the socialist period. These include the Erdenet copper plant, the
Mongol-Russian Mining Company (MonRosTsvetmet), which is engaged
in gold and fluorspar extraction, and the Ulaanbaatar Railway Company.
Currently, 250 Russian and Mongolian–Russian joint companies are
registered in Mongolia, and they are engaged in such diverse industries
as gold mining, transportation, construction and services. The border and
proximate regions of Mongolia and the Russian Federation are beginning
to develop direct ties. Frequent visitors to Mongolia include Governor
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Aman Tuleev of Kemerovo, Governor B. Govorin of Irkutsk, President
L. Potapov of Buriyatia and President Sh. Oorjak of Tuva. They visit al-
most every year or every two years.12

Although Mongolia’s proximity makes it very attractive to citizens of
neighbouring states as a transit point to more advanced countries, it has
also created some problems. In May 2001, for example, a Chinese citizen
was arrested at Buyant-Ukhaa airport for illegally trying to bring 104
Chinese passports into Mongolia. He allegedly claimed that the purpose
of the passports was to procure Mongolian visas for Chinese workers on
contract with a Mongolian company. The police suspected that the pass-
ports were to be sold to Chinese citizens already residing illegally in
Mongolia.13 In other cases, Chinese citizens have illegally bought forged
Mongolian passports and subsequently used them in attempts to enter a
third country.

Human trafficking in Mongolia

The Korean national Pak Song-ki was deported from Mongolia in Janu-
ary 2004 for attempting to sell over 400 Mongolian girls to Japan and
South Korea. He came to Mongolia in 1996 in order to establish a private
business. He received a licence from the Foreign Investment and Foreign
Trade Agency to set up an auto service company, capitalized by his pri-
vate investment of US$18,000. His illegal activity was revealed by law or-
ganizations during the December 2003 investigation of seven girls seek-
ing visas for travel to Japan. According to the official report, Pak had
registered over 400 girls since 2002. He registered and researched their
weight, age, nationality, ability, health, religion and their parents’ work
and positions. He drew registrants into his scheme through a classified
ad calling for women aged 20–25, tall and pretty, and interested in work-
ing abroad and marrying South Korean men. The announcement brought
many women to the company’s office, a rented space in the Od cinema.
Pak sorted the applicants into two categories, girls bound for employ-
ment in Japanese nightclubs and adult bars and women selected to be of-
fered for marriage to South Korean men. The investigation revealed that
he demanded US$300 from each applicant. It was confirmed that 50 of
the women had gone to Japan.14

The Center for Human Rights Development (CHRD), a Mongolian
NGO, has carried out independent studies of human trafficking in the
country. They have focused on topics such as social groups vulnerable to
the threat of trafficking and the capability of the current legal system to
deal with the crime. Victims of this kind of crime are primarily women,
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students or those working in bars and nightclubs. Those who are unmarried
and without children are at highest risk, according to the report. When
trafficking in Mongolia was first brought to light, the people in charge of
operations were largely foreigners who were using translators to enrol or
coerce clients. Now, according to a CHRD report, the trafficking network
is well established there, and native residents have become more and
more involved in private trafficking schemes, as they are able to speak
with and associate directly with targeted women.15

Specialists consider a trafficking case in 2000 to mark the crime’s first
real inroad into Mongolia. A CHRD lawyer represented two female vic-
tims who were sold to a citizen of former Yugoslavia by two Russians.
The offenders ran an ad in a local newspaper about their service: ‘‘medi-
ating for high-paying jobs in European countries, particularly in Yugo-
slavia and Romania’’. The two Mongolian women responded to the ad and
were falsely told that they would be given a monthly salary of US$3,000
for performing Latin American dances in bars and restaurants. The Rus-
sian offenders then flew the women to Yugoslavia via China and forced
them into prostitution. After obtaining illegal passport extensions for the
women, the perpetrators sold them to the citizen of former Yugoslavia.
After the victims managed to call members of their family and inform
them of their situation, arrangements were made through the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs to bring the women back to Mongolia. The offenders were
sentenced to prison for six years under the Mongolian Criminal Code.16

In a different kind of human trafficking, it was reported that a US-
backed plan to use a former Soviet military base in eastern Mongolia as
a temporary shelter for North Korean defectors remained uncertain
owing to strong opposition from the DPRK.17 According to the report,
the plan to use the empty barracks and apartment buildings of Choibal-
san, an old border post in Dornod province 480 km east of Ulaanbaatar,
was proposed by the mayor of Choibalsan, South Korean missionaries
and aides to US Congressmen. One South Korean Christian group, the
Doorae Community Movement, had acquired land for the possibility of
future refugee processing. The same report said that since the late 1990s,
missionary groups had quietly brought hundreds of North Koreans to
Mongolia for eventual settlement in South Korea. But after the Chinese
border police intercepted 29 refugees in 2001, the missionaries stopped
running their underground route.18

International expectations of a Mongolian role in the North Korean
refugee situation are growing. According to a New York Times report,
for example:

Bolstered by President Bush’s re-election and a new American law that calls for
spending $20 million a year to help North Korea’s refugees, refugee advocates
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would like to see Mongolia, sandwiched between Russia and China, play roughly
the same role as Portugal’s during World War II; a neutral state where refugees
could be processed for settlement in other countries, preferably by the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.19

Other types of criminal activity, including narcotics trafficking, are of
increasing concern to Mongolian law enforcement agencies. In 2000, a
controversy surrounding medicine production in the province of Bayan-
khongor was widely reported in the Mongolian mass media. According to
some experts, a Chinese businessman had tried to obtain a contract from
the governor of that province in order to gather a naturally occurring in-
gredient of opium. The experts claimed further that the businessman in-
tended to engage in the production of a certain type of narcotic. Finally,
Mongolian police detained about 50 foreign citizens, including 23 Chi-
nese and 21 Russians, on charges of illegal narcotics distribution.

Mongolia’s policy on the travel of Mongolian citizens

As stated above, the number of Mongolian citizens travelling abroad has
increased dramatically since 1990. The right to travel abroad was one of
the main freedoms instituted by democratic reform in Mongolia. Pass-
ports were liberally issued to all Mongolian citizens 18 years of age and
older. Thirty thousand Mongolians travelled abroad in 1990; by 1997
and 1999, that number had increased by 20 and 30 times respectively. Be-
cause of their proximity, China and Russia were naturally the main destin-
ations of Mongolians. China offered the additional attraction of being
a large market of cheap consumer goods. Other common destinations
included east European countries such as Poland, the Czech Republic
and Hungary, as well as Germany. Many Mongolians had received their
higher education in those countries during the socialist period and thus
felt an affinity to them.

Initially, both China and Russia allowed Mongolian citizens to travel
within their borders without a visa. During the early 1990s, many Mongo-
lian private citizens benefited economically from this policy, especially
in the so-called suitcase (shuttle) trade. Trade also flourished in the
Mongolian–Chinese and Mongolian–Russian border regions. The ex-
change of consumer goods in these regions and the number of visitors in-
creased rapidly during this time.

Mongolia might have become an important transit corridor between
China and Russia, but Russia became concerned with the massive influx
of Asians, especially Chinese. In the Irkutsk border region, for example,
the ‘‘army of migrants’’ were viewed negatively by Russians because, in
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their view, they were creating an unwanted permanent resident com-
munity. This community was increasing at an alarming rate through mar-
riage, study, guest working, the establishment of businesses and the pur-
chase of property. In response, Russia ended its no-visa policy towards
the Chinese and Mongolians in 1994 and 1995 respectively. In order to
protect its domestic industry, Russia also tightened its taxation policy to-
wards ‘‘itinerant traders’’, i.e. peddlers and retailers. In these ways the
Russian authorities tried to curb the wave of illegal settlers.

Mongolia shares a 3,485 km border with the Russian Federation and
a 4,677 km border with the People’s Republic of China. The agreement
in place between the governments of Mongolia and Russia (the Inter-
government Treaty and the attached protocol between the MPR and
the USSR on the border regime, concluded on 26 November 1980) offi-
cially designates 29 points of entry, including four as international points
for passengers and goods, nine as bilateral points for passengers and
goods, nine as bilateral points on a seasonal basis and another seven as
transit points. At present, a total of 19 points are functioning, including
16 on a permanent basis and another three on a seasonal basis. Among
them, Sukhebaatar-Naushki plays a prominent role as an international
point because it is open to citizens of third countries. Three other inter-
national points operate only bilaterally, owing to a lack of adequate
facilities.

Between Mongolia and China, one international point of entry cur-
rently operates on a permanent basis and nine bilateral points of entry
operate on a seasonal basis. Most prominent among these is Zamiin-
Uud-Erlian, the international point. Nine others, including Bulgan in the
province of Khobdo, Gashuunsukhait in the province of South Gobi and
Shiveekhuren, also in South Gobi, are very crowded during the short sea-
son in which they operate. Passengers and vehicles are issued temporary
permits for seasonal entry and are then allowed to cross the border.
Table 9.2 shows the number of Mongolian citizens who travelled through
the various points of entry to Russia and China in 2002.

Beginning in the latter 1990s, South Korea became a popular destina-
tion for Mongolian citizens. Estimates suggest that at present, 15,000–
17,000 Mongolians are in South Korea, where they are engaged mostly
in low-wage factory labour. Most of these migrants have travelled there
on a 30-day tourist visa and then stay illegally in order to make money.
An increasing number of Mongolians are reportedly being sent back
from South Korean points of entry because of lack of financial support.
The Mongolian government has repeatedly asked the South Korean gov-
ernment to protect the interests of these Mongolians, most of whom are
illegally employed and thus face the hardships of little or no pay and in-
eligibility for medical care and insurance programmes.
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Survey of public attitudes in Mongolia towards foreigners

A survey of popular attitudes towards foreigners was conducted in Feb-
ruary 2004 in the capital city Ulaanbaatar. Two hundred and twenty-
eight people responded.20 Men constituted 46.5 per cent of the respond-
ents; 53.5 per cent were women. Of all the respondents, 39.5 per cent
were under the age of 30; 49.1 per cent were between the ages of 30 and
45; and 11.4 per cent were 46 and older. In terms of educational level, 4.4
per cent were primary school graduates, 29.8 per cent were graduates
of secondary schools and 29.8 per cent had finished vocational school.
Holders of a bachelor’s degree constituted 29.8 per cent, and the remain-
der (about 6 per cent) held a master’s degree or a more advanced degree.
As for their professions/occupations, 37.7 per cent of the respondents
were engaged in intellectual work, 21.9 per cent in manual labour and
12.3 per cent in jobs combining intellectual work and manual labour.
The other 28.1 per cent were unemployed. One-fourth of the respondents

Table 9.2 Outbound Mongolian passengers by point and purpose, 2002

Purpose
Immigration point Total Official Private Tourism

Permanent
residence Other

Buyant-Ukhaa
(airport)

45,217 8,118 25,323 1898 480 9,398

Sukhbaatar
(to Russia)

22,067 360 19,847 240 278 1,342

Altanbulag 50,676 923 48,854 144 474 281
Tsagaan Nuur 13,286 1,615 11,671 – – –
Ulgii 432 5 359 28 – 40
Khankh 3,568 10 3,558 – – –
Arts suuri 6,420 73 6,331 1 1 16
Ulikhan 2,210 241 1,959 – 4 6
Ereentsav 1,945 130 1,810 – – 5
Borshoo 12,714 241 12,433 5 13 49
Zamiin Uud

(to China)
296,140 10,199 275,311 5,324 89 5,217

Gashuun-Sukhait 22,025 – 22,025 – – –
Bichigt 3,451 77 3,374 – – –
Bulgan 20,819 75 20,744 – – –
Dayan 794 4 790 – – –
Baitag 6,045 15 6,030 – – –
Burgastai 1,025 – 1,025 – – –
Shivee-Khuren 12,101 – 12,101 – – –
Khavirga 14,051 8 14,043 – – –
Total 536,306 22,156 488,819 7,693 1,338 16,354

Source: Mongolian Statistical Yearbook 2002, Ulaanbaatar: National Statistical
Office of Mongolia, 2003, p. 226.
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showed a friendly attitude towards foreigners, 8.8 per cent accepted them
as unwelcome strangers or outsiders and three-fifths were flexible. The
remaining respondents did not indicate their attitude.

Mongolia is one of the few countries in the world that shares common
borders with only two countries. The historical and twentieth-century ex-
periences of Mongolia largely determine the Mongolian people’s atti-
tudes towards their northern and southern neighbours.

It is surprising that the attitudes of Mongolians towards Russians and
Chinese are quite different (see table 9.3). In recent years, Mongolian–
Chinese relations have become very close at a high political level as well
as at the local and cross-border regional levels. However, the people’s
negative attitudes towards Chinese probably originate from their mem-
ory of Qing imperial domination, the Cultural Revolution in China and
the ‘‘cheating of each other’’ between individuals and businesses during
the ‘‘suitcase’’ trading period of the early 1990s. By contrast, relations
with Russians, stagnant in recent years, have revived although they have
yet to reach the former ‘‘brotherly and friendly’’ level of Soviet times.
The people’s positive attitudes towards Russians result from many rea-
sons, such nostalgia about the Soviet period, when the USSR provided a
massive amount of aid to build factories, roads, hospitals, schools and
housing, but also from inertia.

Mongolia has chosen democracy and a market economy, and its society
has opened up and its foreign policy has diversified. Japan and South
Korea have played a crucial role in this process. This fact is apparent in
the favourable attitudes of the survey respondents as shown in table 9.4.

Table 9.4 Mongolian attitudes towards Japanese and Koreans (%)

Accept as
unwelcome
strangers Friendly Flexible

Difficult
to answer Total

Japanese 17.5 28.9 36.8 16.8 100
South Koreans 13.2 23.7 48.2 14.9 100

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.

Table 9.3 Mongolian attitudes towards Russians and Chinese (%)

Accept as
unwelcome
strangers Friendly Flexible

Difficult
to answer Total

Russians 6.1 68.4 22.8 2.7 100
Chinese 49.1 7.9 27.2 15.8 100

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.
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Japan provides a major portion of the foreign aid for Mongolia while
South Korea is home to a great number of ‘‘illegal’’ Mongolian workers.

Mongolians have also developed very different attitudes towards North
Koreans and South Koreans. The survey shows that 29.1 per cent of 103
respondents regarded North Koreans as unwelcome strangers or out-
siders, 24.3 per cent had a friendly attitude, 34 per cent were flexible
and 12.6 per cent did not indicate a view. On the one hand, Mongolia
and North Korea have maintained good relations ever since their part-
nership in the former Soviet bloc. (The DPRK still values Mongolia’s
help by way of material assistance in the Korean War. Most importantly,
Mongolia established a special orphanage for North Korean war or-
phans.) This is a positive factor informing respondents’ views. On the
other hand, North Korea is one of the few countries left in the world
with a totalitarian regime; it has a nuclear programme and is a subject of
international criticism. For these reasons, it receives disapproval from
many of the survey respondents.

Although Mongolia is challenged by a number of transitional diffi-
culties such as widespread poverty and unemployment, its political stabil-
ity, adequate national income and friendly business environment attract
foreigners. This fact is translated into the perception of the survey re-
spondents that the number of foreigners in Mongolia has increased (see
table 9.5). The table does not need elaboration, except to point out that
virtually every respondent to the survey indicated that the number of
Chinese in the country had increased and that a significant number of
respondents thought that immigrants and people without citizenship had
increased. If their perceptions are correct – and there is no reason to
doubt that they are, then the registration of foreign citizens in the country
needs to be improved and also to be made more transparent.

Table 9.6 shows the respondents’ views on the countries and interna-
tional organizations with which they think Mongolia should develop close
partnerships. The most preferred foreign partner was Russia, followed by
the United States, Japan, Germany and South Korea. Among the inter-

Table 9.5 Perceived changes in the number of foreigners in Mongolia (%)

Increased Decreased Unchanged Do not know Total

Russians 5.3 73.7 17.5 3.5 100
Chinese 93.0 2.6 3.5 0.9 100
Koreans 67.5 5.3 21.9 5.3 100
Immigrants 42.1 11.4 36.8 9.7 100
People without

citizenship
50.9 13.2 27.2 8.7 100

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.
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national organizations, the United Nations and the World Trade Organi-
zation were preferred as the most important partners.

The survey also asked for what purpose the respondents interacted
with foreigners. Language study was the principal purpose according to
71.1 per cent. The next most important purpose was business (56.1 per
cent), followed by education (41.2 per cent), employment (36.8 per cent)
and making friends (30.7 per cent).

Table 9.7 shows the distribution of the respondents’ preferences in de-
veloping or seeking opportunities to deal with foreigners. A significant
proportion (43.0 per cent) supported the idea of working ‘‘illegally’’ in
a foreign country. Those who wished to emigrate to another country
constituted nearly one-quarter (23.7 per cent) of the respondents. In
contrast, a majority of the respondents disliked the idea of marrying a
foreigner: 58.8 per cent of the men and 68.4 per cent of the women. Ac-
quiring foreign citizenship was not a very popular choice either, with only
14.0 per cent of the respondents supporting that idea.

Table 9.8 shows some differences in attitudes among the respondents
towards the Russians and the Chinese. Somewhat more women showed

Table 9.6 Desirability of Mongolian partnerships with countries and international
organizations (%)

Country International organizations

Russian Federation 89.5 UN 81.6
USA 78.1 WTO 72.8
Japan 67.5 IMF 36.8
Germany 50.0 EU 30.7
South Korea 44.7 Regional organizations 28.1
UK 43.0 APEC 20.2
China 23.7 ASEAN 19.3
France 20.2 Others 5.3
India 20.2
Others 4.4

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.

Table 9.7 Mongolian preferences in dealing with foreigners (%)

Favour Dislike Flexible No answer Total

Become a migrant 23.7 28.9 40.4 7.0 100
Become wife of foreigner 6.1 68.4 19.4 6.1 100
Become husband of foreigner 6.1 58.8 24.6 10.5 100
Work ‘‘illegally’’ 43.0 10.5 40.4 6.1 100
Obtain foreign citizenship 14.0 59.6 20.2 6.2 100

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.
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friendly attitudes towards the Russians than did men, but both genders
showed the same lack of friendliness towards the Chinese. The younger
the respondents, the less likely they were to have friendly feelings to-
wards either Russians or Chinese. Although not shown here, neither
level of education nor profession was a differentiating factor in the re-
spondents’ attitudes towards the Russians and the Chinese.

Conclusion

After the democratic reforms of 1990, Mongolia became one of the most
open countries in Asia on account of its liberal immigration policies. Its
initial euphoria regarding foreigners reflected in those policies gave rise
to interesting stories of adventure seekers and self-claimed millionaires
who travelled to Mongolia from countries as far away as Australia and
the Netherlands. The country’s low cost of living and comparatively high
degree of basic freedoms made it attractive to foreigners, especially those
from neighbouring Russia and China, as a place to settle permanently.
The economic slowdown and uncertainty in East Asia in 1997–1998 led
to the discovery of Mongolia as a safe place to invest small fortunes,
bringing in citizens from countries such as South Korea. More recently,
land reform and the privatization of large-scale state enterprises have
generated much interest from foreigners.

Mongolia has already established a good foundation for the human
security agenda, initiating a follow-up on papers and recommendations
from the May 2000 international conference on human security that
it hosted.21 The final report of the conference offered suggestions on
economic policy and job creation, education, scientific technology and in-
formation, ecological protection and sustainability. The assessment of a

Table 9.8 Mongolian attitudes towards Russians and Chinese by age and gender
(%)

Russians Chinese

Friendly

Accept as
unwelcome
strangers Flexible Friendly

Accept as
unwelcome
strangers Flexible

Men 64.2 9.4 26.4 7.5 62.3 30.2
Women 72.1 3.3 24.6 8.2 37.7 51.4
Under 30 57.8 8.9 33.3 2.2 60.0 37.8
30–45 75.0 3.6 21.4 10.7 39.3 50.0
Above 45 76.9 7.7 15.4 15.4 53.8 30.8

Source: author’s survey, Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, February 2004.
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human security agenda in Mongolia could incorporate a better under-
standing of vulnerabilities arising from a range of potential political, eco-
logical, economic, demographic and military ‘‘threats’’. These may in-
clude challenges from neighbouring China as a growing regional and
international power in terms of ‘‘uncertainties’’, among them illegal mi-
gration, transnational crime and foreign investment. Other problems are
real and growing environmental and socio-economic threats from climate
change, privatization and economic transition, which may lead to more
natural disasters, food insecurity and human suffering.

I conclude this chapter with four general recommendations, mainly di-
rected to the government of Mongolia.

First, there is a need to improve Mongolia’s general legal framework,
so as to better address new immigration issues and concerns. The numer-
ical limit on the number of immigrants – the number of foreigners should
not exceed one per cent of the Mongolian population at any given time –
and the ban on dual citizenship have been questioned more and more by
foreigners and Mongolians alike. Mongolia’s emphasis on regional integra-
tion in Northeast Asia shows how necessary it is to balance sovereignty
with mechanisms for allowing transnational movements of goods, people
and services through special economic zones. Exceedingly low wages and
incomes in Mongolia compared to developed countries make it difficult
for many Mongolians to stay at home if they think that they can find a
better life abroad. The youngest, the best and the brightest, those repre-
senting Mongolia’s future, are among the most susceptible to brain drain
through emigration or not returning from study abroad. The introduction
of dual citizenship can help to prevent brain drain and also to attract
highly skilled workers from abroad.

Second, the government must put more effort and resources into edu-
cating the public and changing their attitudes towards foreigners. Over-
emphasis on the protection of ethnic identity, way of life, culture and
language leaves the public ignorant and sometimes makes for rude treat-
ment of foreigners. More Mongolian citizens are supplementing their in-
comes with the help of foreigners: they are making contacts with foreign
companies or agencies, renting apartments to foreigners and establishing
small businesses with foreign capital. It is not surprising, however, that
crime, prostitution and corruption have risen, creating false security
for some and jeopardizing human security for both foreigners and
Mongolians.

Third, the increased exposure of Mongolia and its citizens to the forces
of globalization has brought new problems, such as human trafficking, il-
legal migration and transnational crime. Mongolia should join the UN
conventions addressing these matters and strengthen its coordination
with regional and foreign organizations dealing with them. Newspapers
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report a growing number of cases of the trafficking of Mongolian women
overseas. This is indicative of many other problems facing the country,
e.g. poverty, unemployment and domestic violence. What drives many
citizens of Mongolia to go abroad, even at the risk of personal safety or
problems with the law? Low income, high unemployment and the desire
to earn hard currency cause many of them to seek a better life abroad.
Although expatriate Mongolians may send their family remittances from
abroad, the exodus of workers may further impoverish the country’s hu-
man resources.

Fourth, hundreds of North Koreans have come to Mongolia since the
late 1990s, obviously for reasons of personal safety. Most of these ‘‘defec-
tors’’ have been allowed to travel on to Seoul, their destination of choice.
Although Mongolia has dropped its earlier policy of moving North Kor-
eans to China, partly because of pressure from international human
rights groups, it has yet to join the 1951 Convention relating to the Status
of Refugees. It is urgent for Mongolia to join the Convention and actively
participate in promoting the human security of international refugees,
including those on its territory.
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Conclusion: Implications for
regional international relations

Tsuneo Akaha and Anna Vassilieva

International migration is an increasingly important part of the economic
and demographic changes in Northeast Asia. Russia, Japan and South
Korea have become the three most important destinations of labour mi-
gration in the region. In 2000, Russia had the second-largest migrant
stock in the world, with 13,259,000 migrants, after the United States with
34,988,000 migrants.1 Russia’s willingness to absorb surplus labour from
China is a function of political and cultural tolerance rather than eco-
nomic logic. In strictly economic terms, China’s need to find employment
for its citizens, particularly in its north-eastern provinces, and Russia’s
need to provide food and consumer goods and to maintain construction
and agricultural production, especially in its Far Eastern regions, are
quite complementary. Although Chinese migration to Russia is currently
under control, growing unemployment in north-eastern China and con-
tinuing depopulation in the Russian Far East will continue to present se-
rious policy challenges to the two countries.

Just as in Europe in the 1990s, pressure is growing in Japan for the
introduction of temporary worker programmes for highly skilled pro-
fessionals. Japan’s net immigration gain increased from 37,000 in 1990
to 56,000 in 2000, nearly doubling its migrant stock from 877,000 to
1,620,000.2 The further ageing of the Japanese population will no doubt
prompt more labour migration from neighbouring countries.3 Although
public acceptance of foreign workers remains muted, Japan’s need to re-
spond to the shrinking labour market is beginning to change its labour
import policy. In the face of an estimated 580,000 non-Japanese illegally
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working as unskilled labourers in the country, the Ministry of Justice is
considering new immigration policy guidelines that open up opportuni-
ties for ‘‘non-specialists or engineers’’, i.e. unskilled workers, to seek em-
ployment in Japan. The guidelines also call attention to the concern that
allowing more foreigners to enter the country might negatively affect
security.4 Balancing the need to import foreign labour with the need to
maintain cultural homogeneity and social order is an important but diffi-
cult task for Japan and other labour importing countries. As the Commis-
sion on Human Security states, effective policies are necessary in order to
overcome the gap between economic need and public perception.5

South Korea is a net migrant exporter, but growing labour migration to
the country is reducing its net migration loss – from 23,000 in 1990 to
18,000 in 2000. As a result, its migrant stock increased from 572,000
to 597,000 during the 1990s.6 In August 2004, the government launched
an employment permit system designed to increase the legal import of
foreign labour from selected countries, including Mongolia. Seoul was
also reported to be holding talks with Beijing about concluding a memo-
randum of understanding on the supply of skilled workers from China.7

China has been and continues to be the largest exporter of migrants in
Northeast Asia. In 1990, it sent 381,000 more migrants abroad than it re-
ceived from other countries, and the same migrant export–import gap
was seen in 2000.8 Mongolia and North Korea are also net migrant ex-
porters. Between 1990 and 2000, Mongolia’s net migration loss doubled,
from 8,000 to 16,000.9 Although official statistics are not available on
North Korea’s migration situation, there is no doubt that the country is
a net loser, and its economic emigration is likely to continue. In July
2004, there was a dramatic evacuation of several hundred North Koreans
from Southeast Asia to South Korea, prompting an expected North Kor-
ean accusation of the South.10 In September 2004, 29 people claiming to
be North Koreans broke into a Japanese school in Beijing demanding
safe passage to South Korea, and were placed under the protection of
the Japanese embassy.11 The human drama is certain to continue for the
foreseeable future.

Although crossing borders by ordinary citizens in Northeast Asia is
motivated mostly by economic reasons and clearly has economic impacts
on the home and destination countries, the phenomenon has political, so-
cial, cultural and security implications as well. As Larin and Wishnick
have shown in chapter 2 and chapter 3 respectively, the influx of Chinese
traders and migrant workers into the Russian Far East is an important
and necessary stimulant to the region’s economy, but it is also a source
of irritation to the local population, whose sense of vulnerability has
been aroused by the economic stagnation and depopulation they have
been experiencing in recent years. The case studies presented by Zha in
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chapter 5 and Lee in chapter 8 show that abuses of visa overstayers and
illegal foreign workers by shrewd employers are a growing concern to im-
migration and law enforcement authorities in the host countries.12 Also
of concern are the deceptive practices of some labour export and import
agents, as well as human trafficking organized by criminal groups which
exploit the vulnerable status of people crossing borders in China, Russia,
Mongolia, Korea and Japan.13

Crimes committed by foreigners are attracting growing attention from
the general public and law enforcement agencies in all Northeast Asian
countries. As Akaha and Vassilieva note in chapter 4, criminal develop-
ments are testing the tolerance of affected communities towards for-
eigners, whom they often cast in negative stereotypes. Lack of mutual
understanding between foreign residents/visitors and the local popula-
tion, as the two authors show in the case of the Russian presence in Ja-
pan, results from language and cultural barriers as well as perceived dis-
parities in the distribution of benefits from their interaction. So far, the
problem remains an issue largely at the individual level in Japan, but in
the Russian Far East it has become politically charged. Discrimination
against and loss of ethnic identity among younger generations of Koreans
in Japan and elsewhere concern older members of the Korean com-
munities in Japan, as discussed by Merviö in chapter 6, and those South
Koreans who desire solidarity with overseas Korean communities, as de-
scribed by Lee. As Batbayar notes in chapter 9, brain drain is of concern
to Mongolia, as some of the most skilled and best educated citizens leave
the country in search of opportunities abroad, although their remittances
represent an important benefit for the home economy.

The migration issue potentially the most troubling in political and secu-
rity terms is the status of North Koreans who have left their country and
are living in China and elsewhere – the subject of Smith’s analysis in
chapter 7. Unfortunately, we do not know what impact, if any, the highly
publicized ‘‘defection’’ of North Korean citizens to other countries is hav-
ing on the regime in Pyongyang.

Currently, there is no institutional framework in Northeast Asia for the
multilateral coordination of policies to address these issues. As Scalapino
points out in the Foreword, the need for multilateral cooperation is
evident. How likely is it that the Northeast Asian countries will move
beyond their present unilateral (internal) responses and bilateral adjust-
ments and engage in serious multilateral cooperation?

Generally, the movement of people across national borders has lagged
behind transnational movements of information, capital, technology,
goods and services. This is because the movement of people involves the
difficult task of reconciling cultural and social differences and mediating
and negotiating political loyalties between different ethnic and national
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groups. Most of the case studies in this volume present evidence of this.
Growing contacts between people of different ethnicities and national-
ities are generating various degrees of tension for the affected commu-
nities and diverse challenges for government authorities in all Northeast
Asian countries.

So far, no summit meetings among the state leaders of the region have
dealt with international migration issues. Nor has there been any serious
effort to establish institutional mechanisms for multilateral coordination
in this field. Virtually all policy changes in the migration sector have
been, as noted above, through domestic (unilateral) or bilateral pro-
cesses. The change in Russian migration policy in the winter of 1993–
1994 in response to the consequences of the unmanaged influx of Chinese
traders into the Russian Far East was unilateral. More recently, however,
there has been some bilateral coordination between the Russian and
Chinese governments regarding mutual migration flows. But there has
been no multilateral discussion of the issue of North Korean migrants in
China. If anything, these issues have strained relations between the coun-
tries concerned. None of the other migration issues discussed in this
volume have yet given rise to any region-wide dialogue.

Is cross-border migration contributing to the development of a regional
identity among the peoples of Northeast Asia? To the extent that individ-
uals crossing borders help to create new social networks between com-
munities in their home and host countries, they can potentially contribute
to the sharing of cultural values and the development of a sense of a com-
mon future across national boundaries. However, the case studies pre-
sented in this book indicate that ethnic, cultural and national identities
are still very powerful forces in Northeast Asia and that the influx of for-
eign migrants and visitors into local communities is reinforcing those
identities.

What is the impact of international migration on the security concerns
of the governments and peoples of Northeast Asia? The Commission on
Human Security states, ‘‘Massive population movements affect the secur-
ity of receiving states, often compelling them to close their borders and
forcibly prevent people from reaching safety and protection. Armed ele-
ments among civilian refugee populations may spread conflict into neigh-
bouring countries.’’14 Northeast Asian countries have yet to face such a
dire situation. However, they face some difficult issues of national and
human security related to cross-border human flows. Although none of
the cases that have been presented in this book involve immediate na-
tional security challenges to the countries of the region, instability on
the Korean peninsula and possible North Korean refugee flows of mas-
sive proportions have the potential to disrupt peace and stability. Human
security issues in Northeast Asia include the plight of North Koreans in
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China and elsewhere in the region, countless cases of discrimination,
exploitation, human rights abuses against migrant workers and others
crossing borders, and the illegal status of growing numbers of migrant
labourers. There is also evidence that some migrants in vulnerable
legal positions and without basic social support resort to crime. Criminal
elements in both sending and receiving countries also present serious
challenges to national and local governments in the region.

Against the background of globalization, cross-border human flows
cannot but grow in the future in this and other parts of the world.
In Northeast Asia, economic interdependence is gradually deepening
through market forces, particularly among Japan, China and South Ko-
rea. As market economies continue to grow in Russia and Mongolia, so
the complementary linkages between the economies of the rest of the re-
gion will increase. Social integration proceeds through networks of indi-
viduals, enterprises and other groups and organizations whose activities
transcend national borders. Cultural integration can also deepen through
exchanges between individual citizens, business organizations and civil
society groups. The region also needs integration through cooperation in
non-traditional security fields, such as environmental protection, resource
management, the control of illegal trafficking in drugs, weapons and
humans, containment of the HIV/AIDS and SARS epidemics, counter-
terror measures and the management of cross-border human flows.

We conclude this study with a survey of further issues to be consid-
ered, including possible solutions to some of the problems identified
in the book.15 Regarding Russians in Japan, Japan and Russia should
expand opportunities for cultural and social interaction by organizing
government-sponsored exchange programmes and supporting private ini-
tiatives for citizens’ interaction. In chapter 4, Akaha and Vassilieva pro-
pose locally sponsored orientation programmes for Russian residents and
visitors about Japanese culture and a partnership among public agencies,
educational institutions and non-governmental groups in addressing the
common cultural and social issues facing Russian residents and members
of local communities.

The Japanese government should join and vigorously apply the terms
of international conventions for the protection of the rights of migrant
workers and their families and for the elimination of human trafficking.16
Japan should energetically apply the principles and letter of international
human rights conventions to which it is already a party17 and protect
Korean residents and other ethnic minorities from discrimination. In
particular, the government should consider a legal reform with a view to
introducing explicit and specific rules against crimes based on race, reli-
gion, ethnicity and gender. It should also consider establishing an om-
budsman for aliens (primarily asylum seekers and recent immigrants) or
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an ombudsman for minorities. This ombudsman would collect informa-
tion on the status of asylum seekers, recent immigrants and ethnic minor-
ities, especially concerning various forms of discrimination against them.

As Merviö proposes in chapter 6, public education efforts are neces-
sary in order to promote understanding of multiculturalism and cultural
rights, especially in relation to the issues of education and the Korean
language. For those Korean minorities who wish to maintain their ethnic
and cultural identity and to use the Korean language, the opportunity to
do so should be available. Without a cultural, particularly language, edu-
cation, the Korean community will be assimilated rapidly and lose its po-
tential role as a bridge between the Japanese mainstream and the Korean
minority.

Japanese immigration policy should be reformed so as to reduce the
illegal immigration and illegal labour that the current policy uninten-
tionally encourages. Visa categories should be revised in order to root
out exploitation of illegal and legal immigrants. One example is the ‘‘en-
tertainment’’ visas, which serve as an incentive for human trafficking and
the violation of the human rights of women. The Japanese government
has recently decided to reduce substantially the number of ‘‘entertain-
ment’’ visas to be issued. As Zha shows in chapter 5, Japanese employers
use ‘‘trainee’’ visas to justify the import of unskilled workers as cheap la-
bour, and many foreign nationals also abuse the ‘‘trainee’’ system in or-
der to find employment in Japan.18 Here too the Japanese government is
beginning to respond to the problem. It is considering the possibility of
allowing ‘‘non-specialized’’ personnel to work in the country. Visa over-
stayers as well are becoming a serious problem in Japan.19 It will be able
to reduce this problem by opening certain sectors of the domestic labour
market to foreign workers.

The treatment of foreign citizens who have committed minor offences
should be made more humane and be proportional to the impact of their
unlawful act. For example, it does not make sense for visa overstayers
who have been caught by the police to be placed in detention cells for
three months before being afforded a hearing with immigration officials
or for them to be ‘‘handcuffed and roped together like cattle’’ on depor-
tation day.20 Although Japanese authorities’ requirement for law and or-
der is understandable from the perspective of traditional Japanese cul-
ture’s emphasis on conformity and social harmony, their open call for
the public to report ‘‘suspicious illegal aliens’’ in their midst to law en-
forcement authorities smacks of racism and xenophobia.

The Japanese people generally support the United Nations and the
universal ideals and aspirations it represents. UN diplomacy has been
one of the main pillars of post-war Japanese foreign policy. The most re-
cent example is Japan’s high-profile contribution to the promotion of hu-
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man security through the work of the UN Commission on Human Secur-
ity. At an international symposium on the international movement of
people and immigration policy in Tokyo in 2002, a high-ranking Japanese
diplomat stated that human security was a ‘‘guiding principle’’ in dealing
with the issue of the international movement of people.21 The Japanese
government should realize that the ill-treatment of Koreans and other
minorities, as well as of foreign migrants, in Japan compromises its credi-
bility as a promoter of human security.

As we have noted earlier, China has become the most important
source of migration in Northeast Asia.22 It should incorporate as many
internationally recognized legal standards for dealing with illegal out-
ward migration as possible. Its legal code has its own tradition, and often
inflicts severe punishment on those Chinese who have migrated abroad
illegally. But when the price of voluntary return to China is high for the
migrants and their families, Chinese laws discourage Chinese migrant
workers who would otherwise choose to return home. Beijing should
work closely with Tokyo to crack down on criminal human trafficking
networks in the two countries, which are responsible for much of the il-
legal labour migration. In late September 2003, the Chinese government
finally agreed to establish a small law enforcement presence in Japan for
assisting the Japanese police in identifying crimes committed by Chinese
nationals in Japan. This is a step in the right direction, but the two coun-
tries should do much more to eliminate illegal migration to Japan. China
and Japan may follow the model of Sino-American cooperation in which
China has agreed to the establishment of an FBI office in Beijing in order
to track down criminal elements, Chinese and/or American, operating in
China.

The Chinese government should tighten the enforcement of its emigra-
tion regulations, to stem illegal labour migration to Japan and other
countries. By design and by default, outward labour migration has been
an accepted means of easing China’s domestic employment pressures.
Those pressures are bound to grow as the level of industrialization rises
in the country and its education system remains ill-equipped to provide
adequate retraining for its workforce.

The Chinese and Japanese governments should do away with the
pretence of technology transfer under the ‘‘trainee’’ system and deal
squarely with the needs of the labour market in both countries. Demo-
graphic changes in the two countries are such that Japan needs to import
unskilled Chinese workers and China needs to export them. The ‘‘tech-
nology transfer’’ scheme was conceived of in the 1980s, when most of
the Chinese going to Japan did so to acquire new skills. However, the sit-
uation has changed since then. China and Japan should call a spade a
spade and acknowledge Japan’s need to import and China’s need to ex-
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port unskilled labour. Doing so can be helpful in dealing with the often
negative societal responses to disputes between Chinese employees and
their Japanese employers.

As for Chinese migration to the Russian Far East, steady economic de-
velopment on both sides of the border would help to alleviate the pres-
sure of Chinese emigration and reduce Russians’ sense of vulnerability.23
This would require a commitment of substantial resources to the eco-
nomic development of both the Russian Far East and adjacent eastern
Siberia and the north-eastern provinces of China, namely Heilongjiang,
Jilin and Liaoning. An improvement of the quality of educational institu-
tions and human resources development facilities would also be impor-
tant. In the foreseeable future, however, the push and pull factors on the
two sides of the border are likely to continue to stimulate Chinese migra-
tion to Russia. This being the case, bilateral cooperation is essential to the
management of the flow of traders and migrant workers. Sharing accur-
ate information about the scale and nature of Chinese migration, elimi-
nating official corruption and strictly enforcing the law and regulations
on both sides of the border are essential for effectively managing bilat-
eral migration flows.

As twice as many Russians travel to China as Chinese travel to Russia
each year, clearly a stable and effectively managed border regime is in
both sides’ interest. Instead of focusing exclusively on restricting entry,
which tends to encourage illegal migration and corruption, the Russian
and Chinese governments should work together to facilitate legal travel
in both directions. This would involve simplifying procedures for business
travellers, expanding the number of cities where one can apply for a busi-
ness visa, reducing fees and processing time, and keeping track of travel-
lers from one country once they have entered the other. Even if the two
sides undertake these initiatives, however, it is still highly likely that the
depressed economy of the Russian Far East and the demographic and de-
velopment trends on the Chinese side that cause unemployment will keep
up migration pressure on the border for a long time to come.

Mongolia’s restrictive immigration policy, particularly its severe nu-
merical limit on immigration, has come under domestic and foreign criti-
cism.24 This also runs counter to its express interest in economic integra-
tion with other Northeast Asian countries. On the other hand, its liberal
emigration policy and a lack of employment opportunities in the country
are causing a brain drain. Batbayar suggests in chapter 9 that one of
the solutions could be the introduction of dual citizenship, to retain the
country’s indigenous human resources and also to attract highly skilled
workers from abroad. Public education is also required in order to im-
prove Mongolian citizens’ attitudes towards foreigners. It is in Mongo-
lians’ interest to supplement their income by working for foreign com-

CONCLUSION: REGIONAL IMPLICATIONS 243



panies or agencies, renting apartments to foreigners or establishing small
businesses with foreign capital. On the other hand, Mongolia needs to
take effective measures to stem the growing tide of crime, prostitution
and corruption involving foreigners.

Regarding North Koreans in China, Smith presents in chapter 7 a
series of recommendations. Suffice it to reiterate here the importance of
giving priority to the human security of North Korean migrants and the
urgent need for the international community and the Chinese govern-
ment to extend humanitarian assistance to them out of legitimate concern
for their safety and well-being. Smith also emphasizes the importance of
serious research into the scale, motivations, conditions and future plans
of the migrants so as to provide reliable information on which to base na-
tional and international policies. Not isolation of North Korea but en-
gagement with it is the only realistic way to improve the economic crisis
in the North, which is the main factor pushing hundreds of thousands of
North Koreans out of the country.

As part of South Korea’s effort to accommodate more overseas Kor-
eans and foreign workers in the country, the government should reorgan-
ize its legal framework so as to include Korean Chinese as one group of
overseas Koreans.25 According to Lee in chapter 8, the most important
step would be to amend the Overseas Koreans Act of 1999 so that Kor-
ean Chinese would be accorded the same legal rights as other overseas
Koreans. The exclusion of Korean Chinese from the definition of ‘‘over-
seas Koreans’’ in the Overseas Koreans Act has forced many of them to
seek illegal entry into South Korea. Some are also overstaying their visas.
The illegal status of Korean Chinese in South Korea encourages employ-
ers to exploit them and violate their rights. Such violations include over-
time work without compensation, non-payment of salaries, physical beat-
ing and sexual harassment. Policy-makers in Seoul and Beijing should
address the issue of Korean Chinese labour migration to South Korea.
China-based brokers are charging Korean Chinese wishing to work in South
Korea US$10,000–US$20,000 for finding real or prospective employers; this
amounts to 10 years’ salary for most Korean Chinese. Many of these
brokers also illegally facilitate labour migration of Korean Chinese by
forging passports and other documents and bribing consulate officials.

The labour migration of Korean Chinese to South Korea will be help-
ful to the economic development of north-eastern China, from where
most of them come. However, the Chinese government opposes South
Korea’s possible inclusion of Korean Chinese in the category of overseas
Koreans. Beijing argues that according a special legal status to Korean
Chinese, who are Chinese citizens, would impinge on China’s ethnic mi-
nority policy. If dual nationality is out of the question, as appears to be
the case, South Korea should consider according a special status to over-
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seas Koreans, including Korean Chinese, with their special rights limited
to employment in the country. A precedent already exists in Northeast
Asia, in the Japanese government’s special treatment of foreign nationals
of Japanese ancestry, particularly those from Latin American countries,
who are given preferential access to the Japanese labour market.

South Korea and China should cooperate as well in facilitating the
legal migration of Korean Chinese to South Korea. In 2003, a South
Korean consulate-general opened in Shenyang in Liaoning Province.
However, most Korean Chinese live in Yanbian Korean Autonomous
Prefecture in Jilin Province and also in Heilongjiang Province. The estab-
lishment of a South Korean consular office in Yanbian would facilitate
the issuing of visas for legal entry to South Korea.

Some administrative reforms are necessary in order to improve inter-
agency coordination on immigration policy. Currently, various aspects of
Korean Chinese activity in South Korea come under the jurisdiction of
the Ministry of Legal Affairs, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade,
the Ministry of Labor, the Ministry of Industry and Resources and the
Ministry of Education. Even though a committee has been set up under
the Prime Minister’s Office to facilitate communication among them,
their coordination has not gone much beyond clarifying each agency’s
position on Korean Chinese issues. The government should give the com-
mittee greater power or establish a higher-level body so as to ensure
effective coordination among agencies.

Finally, all Northeast Asian countries need to cooperate with each
other in strengthening and harmonizing human rights laws and practices
in the region. As in the case of European integration, in which the Euro-
pean Council and the European Convention on Human Rights play a
central role, so in Northeast Asia regional cooperation is necessary for
improving human rights-related policies and practices as part of regional
integration efforts. As the movement of people across national borders
increases, new institutions should be established and agreements should
be concluded for protecting the human rights of migrant and minority
populations. More liberal migration policies and greater protection of
human rights will help to reduce crime, alienation and other social risks
involving migrants and minorities.
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